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Foreword 


I first met Julie in 1984 in the SFU Philosophy Department. A 
new graduate student, I instantly gravitated to Julie, our resident 
luminary, and happily fell into her social orbit that included sundry 
scholars who regularly convened in the student pub. Julie was 
sublimely entertaining, peppering discussions with metaphysical 
quips, solipsistic asides, and witty takes on the world that existed, 
or did not exist, beyond the pub. She also had a pixie sense of fun, 
once persuading me, with Socratic precision, to don a bikini for a 
post-midnight frisbee game in the park (because water sprinklers). 
She wore one, too. 

Julie’s trajectory landed her in Cambodia eventually, and I’ve 
only recently learned of her considerable literary output, published 
online. Fortunately, her writings are now gathered in Donkey 
Diaries, discoverable to a wider audience. This resonant collection 
of poems, thought pieces, short fiction, and personal narratives 
reflects a life spent swimming in many ponds, academic and 
otherwise. Spilling from the book are diverse subjects such as 
fraught relationships, an old doll eerily getting a new lease on life, 
and of course a donkey in the brilliant and haunting “Ain’t No 
Donkey”. 

Philosophy is naturally front and centre in Donkey Diaries, as 
when Julie ponders topics such as free will and determinism, the 
existence of God, and the poor popcorn-making skills of a fellow 
student, or comically applies Sartre’s concept of the “presence of 
absence” (Being and Nothingness) to her own anatomy. Humour 
abounds in much of the writing, as when Julie recounts her life up 
to age three in a “Somewhat Incomplete Autobiography”. It is also 
threaded through darker, grittier pieces such as “The Hole That 
Sean’s Bed Made”. 

Julie’s musical bent, on display at a party I attended where she 
played guitar and sang wry, self-penned country songs, is reflected 
in this collection. The first piece, about an aspirational pen that 
“says ‘Yes!’ to me / And doesn’t make it hard to think”, is billed as a 
song, and several poems, with their rhymes, rhythms, and refrains, 
have a musical feel. Some poems are more free form, including one 
of my favourites, “Some Summer, A Million Years”, where the 
philosophy gang hangs out at Vancouver’s iconic Wreck Beach. 


There is much to explore in Donkey Diaries. Suffused with wit 
and wisdom and dusted with existential despair, the collection will 
appeal to a wide range of readers, including fans of Wendy Cope, 
Steve Martin, Dorothy Parker, and Kierkegaard. For me, reading it 
is like pulling up a chair in the pub to spend time with a dear 
friend. Join our table. 


Marlene Swidzinski 
Comedian and writer 
Vancouver, B.C. 


PEN (made myself laugh) 

It’s a song. Think of “Sentimental Journey”. I don’t want to cadge 
the music from that song, but it should give you an idea. 

Here we go. 


PEN (Made Myself Laugh) 


I want a pen that’s easy to write with 
A pen that will make me smile 
I want a pen that’s easy to write with 
A pen that improves my style. 


I want a pen with a nice even flow 

A pen with a lotta ink 

I wanna pen, I wanna pen, who says, “Yes!” to me 
And doesn’t make it hard to think. 


I wanna pen, I wanna pen, that’s easy to write with 
A pen that’ll be my pal 

I wanna pen that won’t get lost 

With the other pens in the pile. 


My pen and I will glide, like 


Olympic figure skaters 

We'll never disagree (we'll be) 
Like carrots and potaters 

My pen will always be 

My friend, 

The pen. 


<Instru-Mental, with fiddles, banjos and accordians > 


I want a pen I can call my own 

A pen that can call me its 

And then we’ll write my masterpiece 
And edit it to bits. 


I wanna pen, I wanna pen, with a nice even flow 
A pen with a lot of ink 


I wanna pen, I wanna pen that’s easy to write with 
And doesn’t make it hard to think. 

My pen and I will glide, like 

Olympic figure skaters 

We'll never disagree (we'll be) 

Like carrots and potaters 

My pen will always be 

My friend, 

The pen. 


Hot Buttered Popcorn 


I have a lot of memories of Tom. At the time(s), as things went, 
it didn’t seem particularly weird to have memories of him — of 
course, a person would have memories — but now it’s been over 
thirty years, and hey. The thing is that now I just wonder what I 
might remember, what I might now have memories of instead, if it 
hadn’t been for Tom. 

He can remember things that I can’t. For some reason, he vividly 
remembers not abandoning me in the locked bathroom of the SFU 
pub one night when the place was closing, and coming back to 
unlock me. I was apparently sozzled. I gather no one else cared 
whether I stayed all night locked in the can or not. When he told 
me about this a few years ago (I hadn’t actually seen or talked to 
him for about ten years at that point), it jolted my memory a bit. 
Now I do vaguely remember sitting on the floor in a bathroom and 
yelling. I don’t know what led to it. I don’t know what led away 
from it. Why and how was the door locked from the outside? 
Obviously I’m here. I guess I wouldn’t still be in that bathroom by 
now, but I do have Tom to thank for what actually happened, 
which is that I got out in a relatively timely fashion. 

Heart of gold, old Tom. 

He wasn’t very nice, in fact, but he did have a soft spot. He 
didn’t really want anything bad to happen to me, I guess. There was 
the time when my temporary front tooth fell out — it was ALWAYS 
falling out, but this time we couldn’t find it under the table at the 
bar — and he did not abandon me, but actually came home with 
me and made popcorn. Tom’s idea of making hot buttered popcorn 
was to pop popcorn and then throw about a quarter of a pound of 
butter on top, straight out of the fridge. 

My “apartment” at the time was a tiny basement room, which 
had a bed and a TV and a fridge and stove and a shared bathroom 
down the hall. Tom was too big for this room, and he was drunk. I 
am still appalled at the cavalier way he dumped the slab of butter 
onto the popcorn. It did not melt. It just sat there on top of the 
popcorn. 

The video clip stops here. I don’t know what happened after 
that. It was one of those traumatizing experiences that you can’t 
forget: misplacing a tooth AND Tom’s atrocity with the popcorn. 


What would I remember, if I didn’t have that to remember? And I'll 
never know. 


Locked Up Free 


The fact that I could lock the door is probably the thing that 
stands out the most. It was a very shabby little room, in a cheap 
guesthouse, but they had given me a key and I could bolt the room 
from the inside. It was clean, and no one could get in. 

I couldn’t really believe it. I’m not stupid, never have been, 
never had been; I remember wondering at my own wonderment and 
my own tears, that no one could get into this room. 

I sat on the edge of the bed, which was just a mattress on some 
wooden planks. There was a TV, which I could turn on and put on 
any channel that I wanted to. There was a bathroom. 

I could stay up as long as I wanted to. No one could come 
storming in and yell at me for staying up too late. 

This room belonged to me. 

I was still afraid; my fear was normal. I sat on the edge of the 
bed and cried. 


Gimme Alice 


I don’t believe in the Wizard of Oz 

The Goddess of Odds is the one for me. 
I don’t believe in Santa Claus 

Just give me the Goddess of Odds. 


The Goddess of Odds is a right cruel bitch 
But she won’t lie to you, anyway. 


She won’t come through when you need her to 
But you can bet on her, if you don’t be silly. 


The Goddess of Odds is scientific 

Santa Claus isn’t scientific at all. 

How could he get down that chimney? 

What if you don’t have a chimney? 

The Goddess of Odds doesn’t make promises like that. 


The Goddess of Odds is a right cruel bitch 
But she won’t lie to you, anyway. 


(I don’t believe in the Wizard of Oz 
The Goddess of Odds is the one for me. 
I don’t believe in Santa Claus 

Just give me the Goddess of Odds.) 


Just give me the Goddess of Odds (Gimme her!) 
Her name is Alice (Gimme Alice!) 

At least that’s what I call her. 

Seems like a good name 

For a Goddess of Odds. 

An Alice who went to Wonderland 

And came back bitchy 

Because Wonderland doesn’t exist, 

And Alice does. 

(No wonder!) 

That’s what I like about Alice. 

Just give me the Goddess of Odds. (Gimme her!) 


Just like Wonderland, 

Unlike the Goddess of Odds, 

The Wizard of Oz doesn’t exist at all. 

He’s just a guy in a book, 

And he wasn’t everything he was cracked up to be 

Even in the book. 

The Goddess of Odds is everything she is cracked up to be. 
She is cracked up to be scientific, 

And she is. 


The Goddess of Odds is a right cruel bitch 
But she won’t lie to you, anyway. 

And she has a sense of humour 

She’s make you laugh, she’ll make you cry 
Go ahead and pretend she doesn’t exist. 


I carry rocks from the riverbank around in my purse 
To protect my wallet. 

“They are icons of the Goddess Alice,” 

I tell everyone, 

And they work. 


(I don’t believe in the Wizard of Oz 
The Goddess of Odds is the one for me 
I don’t believe in Santa Claus 

Just give me the Goddess of Odds.) 


I haven’t lost my wallet yet 

I guess I will lose it some day, but I keep hoping. 

It is okay to keep hoping, with the Goddess of Odds. 
She is everything she is cracked up to be. 


At least there’s a chance. 


The End of the World 


My hair’s getting thinner. My teeth have always been bad, and 
they can (in theory) be fixed, so the fact that they’re bothering me 
doesn’t bother me as much as this bit about my hair. It’s just 
thinner. Last time, I had Joyce dye it for me, and she said 
something along the lines of, “Holy shit - I’ve never seen hair this 
thin.” Which reminded me of last time I went to get my hair cut — I 
mean, repaired... | have my friends cut it for me, if they will, except 
for once a year or so when the problem gets really out of hand —- 
anyways the hairdresser said, “You have really fine hair.” (And 
then she said, “Was your friend standing on a HILL when she cut 
your hair?”) 

I didn’t think much about it until Joyce mentioned it a few 
months later. Joyce’s hair is a lot thicker than mine, and she’s 
about eight years older than me. Which makes her 49. Which 
makes me 41. She’s pretty well-preserved in every way, but she’s 
got wrinkles and I don’t have wrinkles anything like hers. Yet. I 
find Joyce a weird sort of comfort, and inspiration isn’t exactly easy 
to come up with in this crazy old world. But still. 

It’s not that my hair, like, LOOKS thin, or fine (It doesn’t look 
thin or fine to me, and I’ve asked people about this and they always 
seemed surprised—I choose to believe them); it’s just that, 
apparently, it is. And I know it. Now that I think about it, I can 
feel it. I can feel my skull, more easily, with my hand, through my 
hair. Now that I think about it, it never used to be this easy to feel 
my skull with my hand through my hair. I saw an older lady on the 
bus to work the other day and she had hardly any hair, and I 
thought, I bet she knows she has thin, fine, practically non-existent 
hair by now. I bet she’s dealing with it. I bet the whole thing 
started out for her the way it’s started out for me. 

I wouldn’t say I find this depressing. I can’t afford to find 
something like this depressing. Good God. I’m still holding my 
own. Most people, apparently, haven’t realized how thin and fine 
my hair is. Just my latest hairdresser, and Joyce, and me. I guess it 
isn’t really all that thin and fine, yet. No experts have told me that 
my thin fine hair is going to get any more thin or fine, or fall 
completely out, like most of the hair must have fallen out for that 
poor older lady on the bus. 


I think occasionally about this problem (this is obviously one of 
those times), and I contemplate buying body-building shampoo. 
But never when I’m in a store. When I’m in a store, I’m always 
economizing. I buy cigarettes, and vegetables, and chips, as 
economically as I can. If I have to, I buy contact lens solution and 
toilet paper and/or tampons and/or catfood. Body-building 
shampoo never even crosses my mind when I’m in a store. I still 
have to get beer after this. For heaven’s sake. 

I guess it wouldn’t be the end of the world if I ended up with 
even thinner, finer, hair. After all, the lady on the bus had much, 
much thinner, finer hair than I do, and there she was, on the bus, 
going somewhere. There are people with no teeth or hair 
whatsoever, and you see them on the bus, going places. I 
remember thinking when I was younger that I would rather be dead 
than have to take a bus every day, to some job. But that’s where I 
saw the older lady - on the bus. I don’t feel like dying, yet. If I can 
feel my skull more easily than I used to, well hey. 

What would be the end of the world? I guess it’s easier to get on 
a bus and go somewhere. 


The Gauntlet 


She burst into tears. 

It was not the first time, but it was certainly the last straw. God 
threw down the gauntlet. It just lay there, though. Nobody else 
appeared to be up to the Challenge. 

He knew everything that had happened, of course, and He knew 
everything that would happen. Because He was still, reluctantly, all- 
powerful, He could fix it, lighten things up a bit for the girl, if He 
really couldn’t stand it. But just for the moment... He thought He’d 
take a break. 

He closed his eyes, but they popped open. It was awful; He 
couldn’t get any sleep. A baby robin in Vancouver, Washington, 
was falling out of a tree. It was going to be a good robin, so he 
reversed a tiny bit of the past. As a result, among other things, a 
nurse in New Hampshire was to nick her ankle, shaving, several 
years in the future. And so on. It was a minor change, but it wore 
God out. Or so it felt. God moaned, quietly, to Himself. 

It was a funny thing, being God. Having nothing to compare it 
to, God didn’t, in a certain sense, know what it was like. “It’s all 
very well saying you’re omniscient, but what does that amount to, if 
you’re Me?” He often thought. 

“Blasphemy!” He picked up the gauntlet. It was His gauntlet, 
after all. God was no fool. Good was good, and God was good; also 
all-powerful and all-knowing. 

The girl had stopped crying, but now her baby was wailing. 
There seemed to be no emergency, though. He liked this one; He 
kept checking back on her and the baby, on purpose. 


My Worst Customer Service Experience 


(Assignment for Computer Administrator course: Helpdesk 
skills) 

My worst customer service story has to do with a Chinese take- 
out and delivery restaurant that my -ex and I once ordered food 
from. I can’t remember the name of the restaurant, but it was in 
southwest Calgary. Beware. 

My -ex and I had had a long day landscaping, and neither of us 
felt like cooking, so we decided to order Chinese. We chose a 
restaurant, called them up, and asked them to bring our usual 
Chinese food choices — Beef and Broccoli, Sweet and Sour Chicken 
Balls, and, because we both love curry, Special Palace Curry 
Chicken (or whatever it was called). And rice, of course. When the 
delivery guy came, we paid him and settled down with the food and 
plates on the coffee table in front of the TV. Ah, bliss. But when I 
opened the Special Palace Curry Chicken container, I was taken 
aback to discover that although the sauce looked and smelled okay, 
what was in the sauce was just... chicken skin. Lots of it. Slimy 
pieces of chicken skin. No actual chicken meat whatsoever, that I 
could detect, unless you count chicken skin. Chicken skin is okay 
(or, at least, not as disgusting) when it’s Kentucky Fried, but this 
was gross. 

Now I realize that chicken skin is, technically speaking, still 
chicken, so I guess, in (somebody’s) theory, Special Palace Curry 
Chicken could consist of hunks of slimy stewed chicken skin and 
still live up to the name. But I have eaten lots of Curry Chicken in 
my time, from lots of East Indian, Chinese and Thai restaurants, and 
although a certain amount of chicken skin sometimes shows up in 
the mix, it’s never happened, before or since, that the dish consisted 
entirely of chicken skin. I think it is a fair expectation to develop in 
this here Western Society that when you order Curry Chicken 
(Special Palace or not), you are going to get mostly chicken meat — 
or at least some reasonable facsimile that you might mistake for 
chicken meat. 

Acting on that premise, I phoned up the Chinese restaurant and 
explained to the person who answered that there appeared to have 
been a mistake, as my Special Palace Curry Chicken consisted 
entirely of chicken skin. The woman I spoke to seemed to concur 


with the idea that it had been a mistake; all she said was, “Okay. 
We send another one.” 

They sent another order of Special Palace Curry Chicken, and 
the delivery guy took the original container of chicken skin away 
(we hadn’t eaten any of it)—but the replacement order didn’t arrive 
until about forty minutes after I called, and by that time my -ex and 
I had consumed the Beef and Broccoli and the Chicken Balls (which 
were fine), and we were full. So without checking the contents, we 
just put the container of Special Palace Curry Chicken away when it 
came, to eat the next day. 

So, guess what. I bet you can. The next day I, salivating naively 
(I really love curry), opened the container of Special Palace Curry 
Chicken, and what do you think I saw? Yep. Slimy chicken skin. 
Lots of it. No chicken meat whatsoever. 

Okay. So now I’m bemused and mildly amused, but feeling 
ripped off. After all, we paid for the original dish of chicken skin, 
and we couldn’t eat it, and we wanted and had expected chicken 
meat curry, and this (see above) had not been unreasonable. 

So I phoned up the Chinese restaurant and asked to speak to the 
manager. The manager (maybe he was the owner, as well) was in, 
but he sounded very busy and pained, and was quite brusque and 
hasty on the phone as I tried to recount what had happened. I was, 
as noted, bemused and mildly amused, so I wasn’t rude to or irate 
at him, but I sort of thought he might want to know about what had 
happened, and perhaps reimburse us in some way for our Twice- 
Cooked Disappointment, and I told him so. (Well... I didn’t say 
that. You know what I mean.) 

What he said, however, was, “That’s how we eat it.” 

“What?” I said. “You take off the skin and throw the meat away 
and you just use the skin for meals?” 

“That’s how we eat it,” he repeated. And then he hung up on 
me. 

Well, I’ve always had a feeling there was something awry with 
the manager’s behaviour here, but I could never put my finger on it 
until now that I have taken a few days of Help Desk, and realized 
the Importance of Customer’ Service skills, Effective 
Communication skills, Problem-solving skills, and how crucial it 
is to be a good Marketer. Now that I have studied Help Desk, I 
can spell the whole thing out in painful detail. 

a)The manager, or owner, or whoever he was, didn’t exhibit 


Effective Communication skills because: (1) he made me feel like 
he didn’t feel I was important, that he was too busy to talk to me; 
and (2) he lied to me (I’m sorry, but see above. I’m SURE “they” 
don’t eat it like that); and (3) he hung up on me. I don’t think 
hanging up on the person is a good way to communicate with them. 
b)The manager certainly didn’t Solve my Problem, because I didn’t 
get any actual real chicken meat curry, which I had paid for with a 
reasonable expectation that I would get; nor did I get an offer of a 
free other dish, or even an apology or admission that something had 
gone wrong, which would have satisfied me, actually —any of these 
would, at that point, have Solved My Problem. So he didn’t 
exhibit good Problem-solving skills. 

c)As for Customer Service — well, I got a lot of it (the woman who 
answered the phone when I complained, the poor delivery guy, and 
perhaps even the possibly-confused cook seem to have done their 
best), but not from the manager. He didn’t do anything for me at 
all, except give me fodder for this story. But I wasn’t looking for a 
story at the time. 

d)All of this contributes to the conclusion that the manager was a 
Poor Marketer. I told him that I’d never use his restaurant again... 
but by then he had hung up. Gee, though... if he treats everybody 
this way (or I tell on him...) couldn’t this adversely affect his 
business? 


News! (Four or so years old, but check this out!) 


A Special Day 

I read this story in today’s paper — or maybe it was yesterday’s 
paper —on page three - or maybe it was page five. There was a 
picture of Einstein looking at something he was holding in his hand, 
between thumb and forefinger, I think, and Einstein appears to be 
quite serious, even pissed off. 

I always look at an Einstein article when his picture appears in 
the newspaper, if only to have a glance. After all, Einstein is 
responsible for the formula, “E equals M.C., squared”, and everyone 
knows that’s important because without it we couldn’t have 
Relativity, or Star Trek repeats involving fictional yet cool 
technological ways to get around The Whole Thing. So I glanced at 
the headline when I saw Einstein’s picture. 

The headline said something like, “Einstein Wouldn’t be 
Pleased.” Even then, I wasn’t too worried about it; Einstein did, 
after all, famously say, “God does not play dice with the universe,” 
and since then, Mankind’s discovered (hell, I’ve even discovered, 
through independent research) that sure, as a matter of fact, He 
does. Einstein doesn’t have to be right about everything. 
Everybody thinks it’s kind of cute now, that Einstein said that. 
Nobody is upset anymore about the idea of God playing dice, even 
though Einstein didn’t like it. Einstein was right about a lot of 
things, so it’s OK, even kind of sweet and humanizing, if he was 
wrong here or there. 

So I thought, initially, that the article with the picture would be 
about something like that - maybe a report on a Science Fair at 
some college where Einstein was quoted as having remarked about 
the dice, or maybe a collection of self-consciously, but somehow 
movingly, retouched photos of Einstein, at an Art Gallery 
somewhere, showing his hair combed properly and his shirt on 
frontwards, and wearing matching socks. There are all kinds of 
minor reasons Einstein might not be pleased (he probably wouldn’t 
have cared one way or the other about his socks, for example); I 
thought that since the article was on page three (or five?) that it 
couldn’t be anything BIG. 

But whoa. 

I started reading the article and almost immediately I started 


worrying about the fact that it was only on page three (or five?). I 
was reminded of all the times I’ve seen reports that huge meteors 
have just skimmed, slammed, whizzed past the earth, closer than 
the moon, and missed!— reports that don’t show up until page eight 
or nine of the Real newspaper, several weeks after the fact, or show 
up in the Entertainment Section of the Tabloid in the Movies 
section... if they show up at all. 

It seems to me that the news that a huge asteroid almost hit the 
earth, and didn’t, is at least as newsworthy as, say, the fact that no 
one was seriously hurt at the 2002 G8 conference, or that there may 
or may not be a new smoking by-law, or that some three burly 
policemen got scared and had to shoot a defenseless runaway calf in 
Calgary that one time. All these have made the front page. The 
asteroids never do. Are “They” trying to avoid panicking the 
citizens? Is that it? I’m not sure what is going on, but it’s not 
getting by me, not for a minute. The asteroid story was BIG. The 
latest asteroid was really big. There was a quote from a scientist of 
some description saying something along the lines of, “Well, we 
never saw it coming; but luckily, it couldn’t have hit us.” WHAT?? 

This report about Einstein seemed like it was a bigger story than 
that. When I read it, I realized that Einstein wouldn’t be pleased. A 
lot of people are already not pleased. Even I am not pleased! 
What’s this doing, not on the front page? 

It made me think that I should have a glance at the front page of 
the Entertainment Section. I’m willing to bet there’ll be a movie 
review involving this subject on the front page of the Entertainment 
Section within a couple of years, even though it may still not have 
reached the real, serious, Front Page by then. We must think of the 
inexorable path the Truth has always taken (at least since someone 
invented books and movies): from Physics and Philosophy, through 
to Science Fiction and thence to The Big Screen, round about 
through the youth of Today, and back into Tomorrow. At least 
there’s a path, from science’s best guess at What the Fuck is Going 
On? to blockbuster hits like, What the Fuck is Going On: The Movie. 
How else is any ordinary person to find out that we’re constantly 
always being narrowly missed by huge boulders from space, unless 
Hollywood tells us? Begrudgingly, the People behind the 
newspaper admit they’d better mention the damn thing, because we 
know already. What would we do without our beloved Free Press? 
What would IT do, without The Big Screen? 


Anyways, I didn’t get to the Entertainment Section (and 
probably missed something else big), because I was too worried 
about what the Einstein article said as I went along, reading it. It 
was in absolutely classic, dry, Don’t-Panic-the-Public, Just-Report- 
the-Facts style. The article explained as how it seems to some 
scientists in Australia, I think it was, that ... GET THIS: The speed 
of light is slowing down. 

WHAT??? 

Yes. They did some tests on something or other, and assuming 
the ions were spinning, or shot-putting, or vaulting, as fast as ions 
always, always do (or something like that - it may not have been 
ions), then, assuming the speed of light is whatever number (I 
forget but I know there is one) that Einstein said it would always be, 
then... then... the tests should have come out differently than they 
did. (Something like that.) So they did their tests and their math 
again, and they still got the same results. 

Now, there are other physicists and scientists from places other 
than Australia, running the same tests and doing the same math, 
trying to fix things up. Everybody is hoping that it’s just something 
about Australia, the same thing that makes their toilets go 
backwards, but that the Australian results don’t Mean anything 
about what’s True. But so far, it doesn’t look good. One of the non- 
Australian scientists in the article said something like, “Nobody is 
going to be pleased by this result.” I remember reading this in the 
article. Vividly. 

Does anybody out there realize just what this means? (Yes, I 
know that if Spielberg doesn’t, you can bet that he already has 
somebody On It. But I mean, otherwise?) 

Listen, people! 

If the Speed of Light is slowing down (or, if the ions aren’t 
acting like they obviously do, or something like that), then it’s 
basically the End of the World as We Know It. Einstein figured that 
the Speed of Light was a Constant. A constant constant, so it would 
Never Change. You could use it like you could use your alcoholic 
Uncle Doug, to predict the future, or explain the past, given that 
Uncle Doug was coming, or had come, over. You could, in other 
words, explain Christmas with it. You could use the Speed of Light/ 
Uncle Doug in any problem, like, how fast your bus would get 
downtown at the Speed of Light, if it didn’t have to stop for red 
lights and if it only had one passenger on it—say, you— who never 


disembarked. If you figured out how big the bus was, plus the size 
of the driver and passenger, then given Uncle Doug ‘s driving at, or 
being identical to, the Speed of Light, you could easily see what 
time you’d have to leave for work to get there in time to grab a 
coffee first. (Or something like that.) Also you could figure out how 
far away various stars and galaxies were. (You would not 
necessarily, however, be able to see potentially lethal meteorites 
until they had already gone by. But, hey.) 

The point is that if Einstein’s belief that the Speed of Light is 
Constant ain’t True, then all of these calculations are always gonna 
be slightly off!!! OR SOMETHING!!!! Oh sure, you could still use 
Einstein’s physics and probably always get to work on time, but (a) 
no you couldn’t; you’re probably too stupid and/or uneducated; and 
(b) everyone knows you could use Newton’s physics to get to work 
on time, too. You could use your DAWG. 

The point is, everybody knows Newton’s physics isn’t Trooo, but 
just a close enough approximation for mundane purposes. Dogs, 
likewise, we can always expect to be in the ballpark, ruffly right 
(agghhh), and so forth, but we don’t expect anything from them in 
the way of Truth. Everybody knows we just use Newtonian Physics 
and Dawgs because they’re handier. We don’t really need to know 
what’s really going on, to get by, but we always felt that we could. 
If we were too busy not being physicists, philosophers, science 
fiction writers or movie producers, we still felt secure in the 
knowledge that someone was busy, and that they, ergo we, had a 
nice secure, stable Foundation to go on. The (one and only) Speed 
of Light. Yay! An objective, actual, exact time (sort of) that the bus 
will arrive downtown. 

But now, oh damn. It’s like, if you’re going to stick to the Speed 
of Light being Constant, you have to argue that the bus is really 
going slower than it is and that Uncle Doug is drinking less than he 
is, which is unthinkable; or you could argue that somehow you and 
the bus are gaining weight as you go, without eating anything, or 
that what all of this really means is that there were red lights on the 
way which, until now, we hadn’t detected. Hidden variables are 
going to spring out of culverts like embarrassed partridges, only to 
be shot. The carnage is awful to contemplate. What’s going to 
happen? What are we going to DO? 

The Speed of Light was, is, dammit, supposed to be Constant. 
Something you can rely on in your equations, to figure out exactly 


(kind of) what’s going on. If the Speed of Light isn’t a Constant, 
then even Relativity isn’t fer shur. The newspaper article said so. 
And if Relativity isn’t even fer shur, what is? Where does this leave 
us with respect to Einstein, and the Art Gallery, and the state of the 
Free Press? What if the universe is playing dice with God? 

I, for one, am going to remember the day I found out about this 
Speed of Light problem as being either on a Wednesday or a 
Thursday in August of 2002. I remember the very moment, but I 
don’t remember the exact date. Sort of like finding out about the 
deaths of John Kennedy, John Lennon, or (I suppose) Kurt Cobain 
[and/or Saddam Hussein—ed]. Even if John Lennon isn’t really 
dead, and the whole thing is just a matter of the way the toilets 
operate in Australia, this is still always going to have been a Special 
Day to me. Scary. As if there wasn’t anything to cling to, not even 
Uncle Doug, or Relativity. 


Cop Dream (New Years, Somewhere Else) 


I know this isn’t in iambic pentameter, but it seems more like a poem 
than a story to me. Co-written with a friend, Frank Tebrake. 

“Get up,” Gary said, finally. He had been looking out the 
window. Cheryl peered at him through owl eyes; face dark, 
stained with mascara. A black goddess of the night, at 7 am. It 
was, somewhere, New Year’s Day. 

“Nobody is trusted!” Gary said to Cheryl. “I hear something.” 

Cheryl moaned and turned over. 

Gary looked outside again. What had been a bunch of media 
cars and vans and electric guitars had settled back down to being 
those trees, waving in the breeze outside. He didn’t trust them. But 
he liked them. 
re 

Cheryl was dreaming; there was a dog and some food. Someone 
was banging on the door. 

At the door, she tried to appear composed. 

“Tm sorry,” the man said. 

“Tm sorry?” she tried. She looked like shit; she knew it. But 
nothing bad had happened in the house. She’d seen everybody 
asleep on her way down. 

“Can we come in?” he asked, pushing towards the door. She 
looked at him, groggy. 

“Can we come IN?” he shouted, again. This time, she woke up. 

Gary went and sat down and waited for somebody to open the 
door. There was no way he was gonna do it. 

He couldn’t even get angry when Cheryl did it. He couldn’t 
even remember why she shouldn’t. 

There were the usual cops, and he tried to remember why the 
usual cops were usually there. He couldn’t think of a damned 
thing. Last time, last time. He dozed off. 

“Because somebody called 911.” 

Cheryl was a mess and they were drinking. He still wasn’t sure 
what had transpired, but apparently it wasn’t his fault, because 
nobody seemed to be mad. She was crying. 

Of course he cared. He took her in his arms and the world 


exploded into a cataclysm of weeping. He had never been able to 
play B minor 7th, and this was no exception. He felt terrible. 

“T think,” Cheryl said, “That it must be someone else.” 

The cops were standing there, but there was nothing to look at. 
The girl had been crying, but it was New Year’s Eve. The guy was 
more or less asleep on the couch. There was a thump from next 
door. Then another. 

“Tf you call again, we’ll want you to file some sort of report,” the 
policeman said. 

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry.” Another thump from next door. 
Then a shriek. 

“We'll be going,” the cop said. “Don’t call us again, “ he added, 
firmly. Condescendingly. 

She felt her dander start to rise, but she didn’t argue with him. 
Count to ten. She counted to eleven-teen and finally opened the 
other, last, beer. There was knockings, there were voices raised 
next door. Gary started coughing angrily, still asleep on the couch. 

“Thank you,” she said. “Thanks for coming out.” 

The two policemen stiffened. There was nothing to thank them 
for. Not this, certainly. This was nothing. 

Next door, another bang., and somebody crying out. They 
looked at each other. 


Horse Lessons 


For this love, or that love 
May turn on a dime 
Refusing the fence and 
Ignoring the time 

The saddle stays firm, but 
She rides on his bit 

The horse is decided: 
They cannot do 

It. 


For this love, or that love— 

They can’t do a thing 

Unless they can sing 

In the riding ring 

For this love or that love 

May turn on a dime 

Refusing the fence and ignoring the time. 


Trusting the fool who has climbed on his back 
The horse is a wonder of quivering steel 

He waits for her signal, but all that comes through 
Is the pain in his mouth, and her failure to feel. 


So this love, or that love 
May turn on a dime 
Refusing the fence and 
Ignoring the time. 

The saddle stays firm 
But she rides on his bit; 
The horse is decided: 
They cannot do 

It. 


Still, it’s beginning— 
So not over yet 

He knows the routine 
She’s just starting to get 


The saddle stays firm, and 
She rides on his bit 

Which he takes in his teeth 
For they can *so* do 

It. 


She kicks him, and off 
For the first jump they go 
She pulls on his mouth 
So they’re lucky it’s low 
He clamps the bit tighter 
And suddenly she 

Is aloft on a horse, who is 
Burdened, but free. 


Trusting the fool who has 

Climbed on his back 

The horse is a wonder of flexible duty 

He waits for her signal, which finally comes through— 
The sound of her nervous beauty. 


For this love, and that love 

They can’t do a thing 

Unless they can sing 

In the riding ring: 

So she lets him direct her 

And rises each time, 

As the bottom falls out of her world; 
She lets him direct her 

And rises each time, 

As the bottom falls out of her world. 


And the Greatest of These 


Sanity looked over at Hardy, and shook her head like a crying 
shame. 
“You know I like to party,” she said. “But this is lame.” 


“Sanity,” quoth David, “Thou waxest and thou wanest, but 
generally 
you're the vainest.” 

Sanity groaned and turned over in bed. She had only been 
dreaming. 

Her real name wasn’t Sanity, of course. It was Chastity. 

Later that night, she bumped into Bill. Bill was an insurance 
salesman, to whom she was married. When she was awake. Which 
she tried to minimize, but sometimes you just have to go. 

“Ah, hi!” they both said, startled to meet each other at the 
docking station of the bathroom. 

“What are you doing up this late, Lizzy?” said Bill, patting her 
on the shoulder. Lizzy looked tired and a bit dazed, and perhaps a 
bit trepidatious. 

“T dunno,” she smiled at him, recovering a bit from being Sanity 
and Chastity, almost in the same dream. “Hadda go.” She patted 
him back, on his shoulder. 


It seemed to work all right. 
They went back to bed. 
They slept tight. 


Bill dreamed a dream 

In which he gave hope to Faith, 
And in which Charity 

Won 

His love. 


Couch and Blanky Blues (Dumpster Dive) 


A couch and a blanket 

Ugly and sad 

Lay in the dumpster 

‘Cause they’d been had. 

Used and abused, with their cigarette burns 
Sweaty and hairy, from taking turns. 


Nobody knew the trouble they’d seen 
Or how hard they’d each kept trying. 
Once, each one had been new and clean 
A soft, fuzzy place for lying. 


It wasn’t Couch or Blanky’s fault! 
When did it get too late? 

What did they do to offend so much? 
When did love turn to hate? 


As Couch and Blanky pondered this, 

A soft rain began to fall 

It brought out the odour of wet dog, and piss... 
Then there came a bump on the dumpster wall. 
A women peered over and spied them; 

They started to get nervous as she eyed them. 


“Hey Vince!” she hissed. 

“Help me with this! 

“The blanky matches the couch! 

“If we wash the blanky and cover the couch, 
We can throw our other, nasty ones out!” 


Couch and Blanky were somewhat torn— 
Metaphorically, too. 

What they’d already been through 
Shouldn’t have to be borne, 

But there wasn’t a thing they could do. 


Being just a couch and a blanky, they were yelpless; 
They just kind of clung together, helpless. 

So they didn’t even groan, or ask what for 

As they passed through the door 

Of their brand new home. 


Steamy Sex (Pets/The Front Lines, Ch. 5) 


Reviewer: Your book is developing very well. It’s sure to be a 
best-seller. Suggest that you begin considering what to wear when 
you’re invited to appear on Oprah. 

This reviewer detects a certain subtle undertone of gritty 
realism. 

Don’t forget about the steamy sex part. That’s what I’m looking 
forward to. 

Moi: Well thenk you very much. 

I had already been considering writing to Oprah and explaining 
ALL about my entire Life right from the Beginning, so that maybe I 
can get on the show and get free nicotine patches and maybe a car 
or a new dog or something. God knows if I sent in the whole story 
it would have to be good for something. Unfortunately this would 
take about as long as the GCN to write. 

For steamy sex we must turn back the clock a bit, to the days 
when Shandy was still alive. She used to boink Kinky’s, the other 
cat’s, head. Kinky liked this. He would lie there purring while 
Shandy boinked his head and panted, looking around with a stupid 
grin at anyone who wanted to share vicariously in the joy of the 
moment. If they had both recently been outside, then it would 
indeed be steamy. Clods of damp, muddy, gritty, real dog and cat 
hair would be left on the carpet afterwards. It was, in human 
parlance, disgusting. And smelly. Bob, the other cat, would just 
look the other way when this happened; the humans couldn’t stand 
it for long and would start shouting and throwing things almost 
right away, but reprimands were only temporarily successful. 
Shandy would pretty much have to, shall we say, wear herself out, 
before she would stop and get back to having a normal look on her 
face. 

When Julie thinks about steamy sex, nowadays, it is with a 
certain ambivalence. She misses Shandy, but on the other hand, 
she doesn’t miss the steamy sex. It is unclear whether Kinky misses 
either, or not. It’s not as though he would write about it in his 
journal even if he could; he’s not the type. He’s a pretty pragmatic 
cat— unlike Bob, who is romantically in love with Julie and is 
given to staring adoringly at her for entire half-hours at a time. 
Kinky hasn’t taken up steamy sex with anyone else, but this is 


perhaps only because he hasn’t had any offers. Julie thinks he’d 
probably be glad to see Shandy if she showed up. They would 
probably get right down to it. 

Steamy sex, for Julie, has come to mark a certain dividing line, 
the place where your best friends manifest their rather baser 
instincts. It turns out that there’s nothing Unnatural about a female 
dog boinking a male cat’s head, in broad daylight, on the living 
room floor. After all, well, there they were. They weren’t any more 
genetically engineered than anybody else, particularly. They were 
consenting adults, and everything. And there’s nothing WRONG 
with it, either, she thinks, lighting another cigarette. But still. You 
think you’re really close to these people; and then they go ahead 
and do something like that. 


The Front Lines (Chapter the 8th): Input 


This is a few years old, but is going into my Forthcoming Book (when 
I get to it! ), “The Front Lines”. It will be all about people who do the, 
uh, front line grunt work, from musicians to telephone survey workers, 
childcare/autistic kid workers to telephone repair persons. Seriously. 
It’s a good topic. Submissions welcomed! 

She Writes an old Letter to her old Friend: 

... Now then. That punctuation at the top left is accidentally 
copied and pasted from what you wrote and hav nothink to do with 
me. 

Speaking of. Ill just tell you, since you’ve brought it back to 
mind. Ugh. Idiots at work wouldn’t listen to the tiny bit of 
completely reasonable input they asked for, today, so I shut up 
again. 

It’s hard to even bother conceiving of bothering to rise “above” 
these stupid jobs I have, or into ahem higher positions at either. 
I’m on the Front Lines at both, where you have to have at least a 
modicum of intelligence. I have two of these stupid jobs, as I 
believe I’ve mentioned, and am required to do similar things at each 
one. Their respective Powers-that-be are forever asking for Input. 
Since I have two jobs, and since each set of Powers-that-be has a 
different Strategy for Success, I find it interesting to occasionally 
point out to Power A that Power B does such and such, and that it 
works better; and/or to point out to Power B that what Power B is 
doing is considered completely anathema from the point of view of 
Power A, because it’s IMMORAL or somesuch. (It goes both ways, 
believe me.)(Not that I use big werds like that when I try to explain 
it to them.) 

All the Powers at each job are more or less dolts. (I’m talking, at 
least today [several years ago, thank god, but still—ed.] about lower 
lower management, one up from supervisors and two up from us 
minions. At my other job there are fewer echelons but the principle 
is the same, relatively.) 

They have the concept that they are supposed to ask for Input 
from the minions on the front lines, but I have yet (in several years 
off and on at this sort of thing) to see anything that any minion 
said, especially anything remotely helpful or intelligent, to be even 
entertained (officially). This is because the Powers are too stupid 


and limited and geeze, stressed and BUSY, dammit, to wrap their 
heads around actually hearing, much less understanding, much less 
taking into account, any feedback they might get. They can get as 
far as their job description, which is to ask the minions for 
feedback at Meetings. 

Minions are supposed to be asked for feedback, right? It’s good 
for company morale, or something. But then, that’s IT (and I don’t 
mean Information Technology). Powers don’t, can’t, even get as far 
as listening to or comprehending the feedback; once they’ve asked, 
their job is done; and they get positively irritated and twitchy if 
anyone says anything but, “Duh, am I supposed to turn on my 
computer by pushing the button on the front, or should I wait for a 
supervisor to help?” (which they brighten up visibly at hearing and 
are delighted to answer)—because they generally, genuinely, don’t 
seem to understand what’s being said to them. The job description 
says to ask for input and “take it into account”, but it doesn’t 
explain what “take it into account” MEANS. What is “account”? 
How could one take a thing like “feedback” or “input” “in”to it? 
Huh? This is WAY too much trouble. The Powers make up inane 
spur-of-the-moment responses to what you say. I think they believe 
that “Responding to feedback” means explaining politely how and 
why the feedback is wrong-headed. Since the feedback/input 
wasn’t understood, these explanations usually leave something to be 
desired. Usually they involve the Powers repeating what they’d just 
said, before you said whatever you said, in response to what they 
said, in response to your “feedback”. 

EG. (not what happened today but similar and Based on a True 
Story): 

Power A: So does anyone have any comments or feedback on 
how things are going, on the script or anything? 

Julie: I find that reading that whole paragraph before I ask the 
person how they are, or for any response at all, causes them to hang 
up on me before I get a chance to ask them if they want to 
participate in the survey. I think it’s way too wordy and it turns 
people off. I think it would be good if we shortened the script. 

Power A: Yeah (looks thoughtful), but if we don’t explain who 
we are and that we’re not selling anything, they’ll think we’re 
selling something and we'll get complaints from the Client. 

Julie: But we don’t have to give the entire full name of the 
Client and the reason the survey is being conducted and what it has 


to do with the Province of Alberta, AND tell them that we’re not 
selling anything, before we ask them something, to see whether 
they can even speak English, do we? I mean, it’s turning them off. 
They hang up in droves when I follow the script. I’ve just been saying 
that we’re conducting a survey on the environment, and if they 
seem interested I tell them a bit more about it. 

Power A (patiently): Right, but if we don’t explain who we are 
and that we’re not selling anything, they’ll think we're selling 
something and we’ll get complaints from the Client. 

Julie: Oh. Right. Duh. 

Power A: Now, as I was saying, our performance is based on our 
success rate. Any ideas about how we can improve our success 
rate? 

Julie (the part I DON’T say, but which is true): But you’re not 
saying I’m supposed to actually FOLLOW the script, right? Because, 
like, ’m NOT, and you KNOW it...? 

Power A: Any more feedback, folks? No? Well, if that’s it, we 
can just jump on the phones! 

Moreover, if you point out to Power A that Power B says “Blah” 
about such-and-such, and ask what Power A has to say about what 
Power B says, they just get kind of antsy and dismissive, and sneer. 
You can’t take a devil’s advocate position at either place, because 
no matter who it is, they’ll write you up, for being argumentative 
and having a bad attitude. 

As if *I* give a shit. I think the tactics and verbiage at both 
places are all inept in their various ways and immoral in their 
various ways. I just think it would be cool if you could have a 
genuine dialogue with someone who could think, and admit to what 
the actual aims and tactics ARE, and at least let go a guilty giggle 
when it’s glaringly obvious. But no. 

Don’t get me wrong. I let them give me the fish eye when I say 
something “challenging”, and I back down. It’s possible I may be 
regarded as a potential loose cannon, but they can’t get me for 
being a true loose cannon. I’ll say, “But”, ONCE, which is once too 
many, and then I’ll shut up and say, “Oh, I see.” They can probably 
see it on my face though, that I think they’re fucking idiots (ie. that 
I’m rebellious and have a bad attitude). 

On the other hand I’m getting pretty popular for doing such a 
good job on the phones. I’ve been encouraged to apply for a better 
position, say, in “coding”. I can just see myself having conceptual 


analysis arguments with someone higher up than me in the coding 
department. They will be wanting my feedback. My input. Fuck. 

Anyways. This sucks. It’s my BIRTHDAY and I have to go BACK 
there. I’m totally broke with no prospects. One more beer before 
bed. Jeeze. 


Mutual Appreciation 


Tracy lay, spreadeagled on the bedroom floor, in the waning 
sunlight. Suzy picked her up, and shook her. Again. 

More dust fell out of her hair. Black stuff. Maybe, bugs? Tracy’s 
dress was falling off. It was torn. Well, it HAD fallen off, earlier. 
Fallen, or was pushed. Tracy needed new clothes. 

Suzy brushed Tracy’s hair back from her eyes. She’d been 
playing with her all day, and was starting to like her. 

If you held her head right in your hands, or tilted her properly, 

Tracy’s eyes would open and close. 
They did. Suzy looked down at her. Tracy’s eyes opened, and 
stared mildly, somewhat vacantly, back at Suzy. Not entirely 
vacant, though, were those eyes. Suzy tilted Tracy back a bit, and 
she blinked, again. Vacant, but not quite entirely. 

Tracy was from the fifties, or the sixties. She had real, pop-open 
eyes, and real eyelashes. She had (whatever it meant to say so) 
Real Hair. Her hair was exquisitely crimped and curled, and wasn’t 
ever going to change. This hairstyle was Forever. Her skin was soft, 
not hard. She was still, undeniably, pretty. 

Because of her appearance otherwise, though, Tracy looked as 
though she had been “raped”. Suzy’s aunt had said so, a few hours 
earlier. If you held her up and shook her, nothing would happen, 
except the black dust would come out of her hair. She’d keep the 
same dozey expression on her face. Her clothes were falling right 
off her. She looked like something really bad had happened to her. 
If you lay her on her back and tilted her around, though, her eyes 
would open and close. Suzy was starting to get the hang of it, of 
sort of talking to Tracy. 

Tracy wasn’t exactly smiling. She had the same sort of vague 
look on her face that Suzy had seen on other ladies’ faces, at other 
times. Just almost smiling, and who knew what had been going on, 
really. Only, she looked like a cross between a baby and a grown-up 
lady. It was something about the way her lips were pursed, and the 
way her eyes would open and close if you tilted her right. 

Tracy was about eighteen inches tall. She was wearing the 
remnants of a “pink ball gown”. Aunt Ruthie had said so. Most of 
it had been ripped off (Suzy’s aunt had said that too, starting to 
sound a bit upset...), but it was still on, around her shoulders and 


covering most of her body. It had been made of silk, or something 
smooth and silky, anyway. Tracy had even had real cotton 
underwear, which (when Suzy checked) kept falling off of her bum. 
“The elastic has gone,” Aunt Ruthie said. 

Tracy even had the beginnings of breasts. Now, it wasn’t a pretty 
sight for a little girl, for Suzy, to see. Suzy’s Aunt Ruthie had said 
sO. 

Suzy thought that Tracy needed a bath. She didn’t know what a 
“ball gown” was, but she felt certain that what Tracy needed wasn’t 
another one of THOSE. 

Tracy had been in the attic, just before the garage sale, and 
Suzy’s Dad had wanted to get rid of her. He’d even said she was 
“Garbage,” and to throw her away. 

But you can’t just do that. Suzy could see that, and so could her 
Aunt Ruthie. Not with eyes like Tracy’s. 

Suzy and Aunt Ruthie had decided to “at least wash her face”. So 
that’s what they had done. Now, Tracy had a clean face, and most 
of the dust had been knocked and shaken out of her hair. 

Aunt Ruthie had had to go, when Uncle Charlie came to pick her 
up for her meeting. Suzy had forgotten about Tracy for awhile, 
during dinner, and then again when her friend Mark had come 
over. Mark liked to throw things. Suzy would rather make up 
stories, and decorations, but Mark was better than no friend at all 
on a Sunday night. So they’d had a throwing match, with Suzy’s 
dolls and Mark’s Action Figures. 

Now Mark was gone too, and the last rays of the sun were 
making shadows in the room, still bright, as Tracy lay, face down 
on the floor. 

Suzy picked her up, and shook her, again. 

More black dust fell, but not as much. If there were any bugs, 
they couldn’t have been as bad as the bugs Mark was always talking 
about. Suzy figured that Mark had just been trying to scare her. 
She’d never really seen any bugs at all. Meanwhile, Suzy could see 
that Tracy’s legs, and the rest of her body, were still filthy. “Just 
black!” as her aunt would have said. 

“You need a bath,” she said to Tracy. She tilted Tracy’s face up 
a bit, and Tracy opened her eyes. She looked dazed. 

Suzy understood something, and decided to fix it. She went to 
the bathroom and got some toilet paper, and then rubbed the toilet 
paper against the soap in there, with some warm water. And then 


she came back and gently washed Tracy’s whole body until she was 
clean. 

She didn’t drown Tracy in the sink, or blow her up with 
firecrackers, like Mark would have done. She didn’t throw Tracy in 
the “Garbage”, like her Dad would have done. And she didn’t cry, 
like Aunt Ruthie had almost done. She knew that Tracy was just a 
doll. First, she gently removed the remnants of the pink dress from 
around Tracy’s arms. Her underwear wouldn’t stay up on her bum; 
so she removed that, too. And then she washed her clean. 

Suzy had an old tee-shirt that was too small for her. She went 
and found it. 

When Suzy got back, Tracy was lying, sort of on her side, with 
her head tilted in a funny way and her eyes closed, again. This was 
really the only time that Suzy got, what you might say, the creeps. 

“Tt’s just me,” she said. Nothing happened. Of course, nothing 
did. Tracy just lay there, looking like a murder victim, a naked one, 
now, but at least clean. She was on her side, her arms sticking out 
funny. Her back was to Suzy. Tracy was a doll. 

Suzy was seven. 

Suzy took a deep breath and picked Tracy up with her left 
hand. With her right, she held the clean tee-shirt for Tracy. The 
tee-shirt, instead of the “ball gown”. 

As she turned Tracy over, Tracy’s eyes opened. She looked at 
Suzy, and Suzy looked back. 

“You’re a doll,” said Suzy. 
“Thanks,” said Tracy, blinking. “So are you.” 


“Janitors” 


Was trying to comment, but had too many characters for the 
form. Stubbornly: 

The only negative remark I have to make about this is that it’s 
not true about the janitor(s). For one thing, they are Sanitary 
Engineers (last time Bob, my cat, checked, on the Internet, like); 
and for another thing, well, I dunno... but check this out. There’s a 
guy where I work, who I think is called the Maintenance Dude, or 
something like that. His name is Paul, whether or not I am 
mistaken. 

Mind you, you never see him “just standing around”. He’s 
always busy doing something. He has a nicer car than I have. He 
works HARD. I don’t think he’s making bad money. After three 
years of MY working there (gawd knows how long Paul’s been 
there), Paul is finally starting to condescend to talk to me. This is a 
true story. I think he’s starting to realize that I’m watching him, 
and that I’ve noticed how hard he works. 

Paul doesn’t smoke. But a lot of us do. He has to clean up after 
us, and we have to deal with his inefficiency at cleaning up after 
us. 

He bought these weird outdoor ashtrays, to Deal with us. Lord 
knows what he was thinking, or what the people who designed 
them were thinking. Picture this. It’s black, and tall, and kind of 
tubular, with one little hole at the top. You can just throw your 
cigarette into it. There’s really no way (on the device itself, if you 
can call it a “device”) to put the cigarette out before you throw it 
in; there’s just the little hole. You can poke the cigarette in there, 
but there’s nothing to put it out on, first. The cigarette falls down 
into the hole. Guess what happens next. I bet you can. It sets all 
the other cigarette butts on fire, and the thing sits outside, blowing 
noxious toxic fumes into the environment, endlessly. Smoke 
billows endlessly out of the little hole. We stand there looking at it 
during our coffee breaks, freezing our asses off and wondering what 
to do. 

Some of us smokers (there are even a few non-smokers, though 
not many, who come out, just to keep us company—because let’s 
face it, smokers tend to be more sociable, brave, and fun)... as I say, 
some of us have taken up thinking about trying to figure out a way 


to Foil Paul. 

It’s not that we don’t LIKE Paul, but we would like to stop the 
noxious toxic emissions. Save the environment! Well, or help/foil 
Paul! He’s trying to be a good Janitor (hah!) but he doesn’t smoke. 
He doesn’t (apparently) know anything about Fire, and neither do 
the people he got the ashtrays from. 

We godforsaken smokers (and friends) have been trying to figure 
a way to get some coffee into the little hole where you’re supposed 
to stick your cigarettes into the tubular ashtray. Anything that 
would put out the horrible mess that’s going on in there. Smoking 
is one thing, but hey—even smokers know that smoking TOO much 
is another. Global warming? Janitor??? HAH. 

I, personally, have been imagining one of those bendable straws 
that you can get, if you’re in the hospital; but they don’t have any 
at my job, and Paul and I are not on THAT good speaking terms, 
yet. It’s only been three years. 

The only reason he likes me at all is because he was trundling 
some garbage by, one day, as I was outside by myself having a 
smoke, and I said, “Dammit, why don’t I ever see you standing 
around the corner of the building, doing nothing?” 

A lot of other people can regularly be seen doing that. But not 
Paul. Paul, of course, sees all, knows all. (Except how to deal with 
cigarettes.) 

He laughed, and after I said that, now we are (a bit) friends. 

He never stands around doing nothing. He works and works, 
cleaning up after us, at work. I think he makes pretty good money. 
He has a decent vehicle. It’s a funny job he has, though, just based 
on the fact that it takes three years just to get on speaking terms 
with him. He’s the ONLY one who does the job he does. He’s 
pretty good at it, apart from the ashtray thing, and I still don’t 
really know him well enough to approach him about it. 

So the other day, he went one way, as I was going the other. I 
was coming back from the Smoking Area, and he was on his way 
out, past the Smoking Area. It was snowing, and he was trundling 
more of our garbage out of the building. Frankly, he must be 
disgusted with us, because I see how much garbage he trundles 
every day. It’s a job. It had better be a GOOD job, because I see 
how much garbage he trundles. 

He may be the only person I know with a nicer car than me, that 
I don’t mind that he has it. I even think it’s a good idea. 


Anyway, I was on my way back in, and we passed each other. 
He was looking down at the ground, at all the cigarette butts that 
were lying between the smoking area, upon the smoking area, 
around the smoking area, and around our door.... just pretty much 
everywhere that there could be a cigarette butt, there WAS one. 

And he said something like, “I have to clean this up, grrrrrrr.” (I 
can’t remember exactly what he said, but that was the gist of it.) 

Over my shoulder, I could see the smoke billowing out of the 
useless ashtray invention that Paul had gotten the Company to pay 
for. 

I didn’t say anything. I just liked Paul, and went back to work. 

I haven’t thought much about it, until this thing you mentioned 
about the “janitors”. 

There must be BAD, LAZY janitors in this world. But they all 
aren’t. However, if anyone has any good ashtray suggestions, 
please forward them to Paul, care of ME. If I have enough nerve, I 
will forward them to him. 


Ain’t No Donkey 


Bill, my beloved, deceased ex-, is here again when I get home 
from work. He has one of those smiley, dolphin faces — the corners 
of his mouth are always turned up a bit, and you have to look at his 
eyes to gauge his mood. Today, his eyes are dancing. 

“There’s a donkey in your back yard,” Bill says. 

“Right,” Isay. “I wanted a small white dog that didn’t shed.” 

“Admittedly,” I add, “I wanted a donkey too, but I know ’m 
not getting one.” I shoulder past him through the front door of the 
townhouse. Beer bottles everywhere. A bunch of Tony’s fucking 
relatives. It’s noisy. 

On the coffee table are more tins and bottles. Ashtrays. Nobody 
notices me at first, as I hang a left into the kitchenette. The place is 
a disaster. Someone has been melting cheese. Say no more. Cans 
and bottles. The house is trashed. 

I’m so outraged that I can’t decipher whether I’m just hurt or 
really suicidal. I’m probably over-reacting, but I can’t tell. I can’t 
see Tony anywhere. Everyone is yelling and laughing and 
bellowing, and the stereo is on, full blast. “Julie!” someone yells. 
Somebody is holding Bill’s, my, guitar, and banging away at it. I’m 
supposed to go over there and play. 

I just got in the door. “I just got in the door,” I yell. “Ill be 
right back.” 

Upstairs I go, pissed off. The bedroom had better be free. Three 
people who appear to be asleep are waiting to get into the 
bathroom up here. I need to use it too, so I go past them and turn 
the knob. There’s no one in there. 

“There’s no one in here,” I say, bitchily, nudging the first 
candidate, who’s sitting, lined up with the others against the wall, 
with my toe. It’s only six-thirty. I stomp off towards the bedroom 
to wait my turn. Some drunk gets up. 

There’s no one in the bedroom, although someone’s socks are on 
the bed. They’re red and blue; not Tony’s or mine. No big deal. 
My two cats are here, reclining; they look up at me, relieved, wide- 
eyed. Someone has had mercy. Maybe Tony told everyone not to 
come in here. I grab the socks, open the door a crack, and fling 
them through, into the hall. I see that the last person in line for the 
bathroom is standing up, weaving a little from side to side. I 


quickly slam the door shut, and sink down on the edge of the bed. 

Rob, the cat, gets up and comes over and complains (or 
something). “Meow.” 

“Right,” I say. “Screw this.” 

I’m so mad and intimidated by all these people in my house, and 
the inevitable prospect of seeming to be, and indeed, being, a bitch, 
that I can’t see straight. I just got home from work. 

Rob rubs against me and I roughly push him to one side. Blinky, 
the other cat, has gotten up and wants out. I have to open the 
bedroom door. I do so, slamming it after him, not looking out. A 
few seconds later, there he is: scritch scritch scritch. He can open 
the door himself, it doesn’t shut properly after all the slamming. 

The bellowing and yelling and laughing and the heavy metal 
music from downstairs is making me so angry that I’m starting to 
cry. My heart is pounding. Where’s my beer? There are a couple 
of warm ones in my underwear-drawer, and I grab one. Rob-my- 
kitty, looking inanely happy that I finally seem a bit mollified, rubs 
his head against my elbow as I sit back down. I have to pee. 

I can hear everyone’s voices. They get clearer and clearer until I 
can hear every “She’s a fucking bitch” and “He’s a fucking asshole” 
that comes out of everyone’s mouth, down there. It’s hot up here in 
the bedroom and I have to pee. I peer out the door again and 
there’s no one in the hallway between me and the bathroom door. 

When I get in there, there’s no one throwing up, or dead in the 
bathtub. It’s not so bad in here, either. It’s just the downstairs 
that’s bad. As I sit on the toilet, I hear the sounds of arrival taking 
place through the window. Clinking and bellowing and laughing. 
Tony is home. At least he’s real. 


I’m on my second underwear-drawer beer by this time and I’m 
still too pissed off to go downstairs. I just got home from work, for 
godsakes. They’re still hollering down there. Tony has seen the 
van parked outside, so he knows I’m home. I can hear him 
stumping up the stairs, the way he does. My heart warms at the 
sound, and then turns cold at what he’s having in, allowing to 
happen to, our house. To everything. Again. The door to the 
bedroom blows open. 

He doesn’t drink anymore, but he’s still caught up in the Wave. 
He’s probably been smoking a lot of dope. “Julie!” He says. “Come 
down here and see something! Frank wants you to play guitar with 


him!” 

“Just bring me a beer,” I say. “I can’t believe you’ve done this 
to me,” Isay. “All these low-lifes, and I just got home from work.” 
I glare. The cats scuttle out, and then, because of the noise, scuttle 
back in. I slam the door behind them. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Tony says. He’s come in and has 
turned the TV on, loud, and now he’s sitting down beside me, at the 
end of the bed. Blinky and Rob rush over to him and try to get 
some affection. Tony gives it to them, rubbing their heads and 
thumping their back ends, as I taught him to do. Tony is in such a 
good mood that... yes... as predicted — I’m a bitch. 

“T thought,” I said. I thought we were going out for dinner. I 
thought we could do something together. I thought we could have 
a peaceful evening at home. I thought I saw my dead ex-, Bill, 
when I got home here today. 

“T thought I saw Bill just now,” I say. 

“Oh, fuck!” Tony says. He gets up. He’s mad, but I am too. I 
can’t hear exactly what we’re yelling, I’m so upset and angry about 
the party downstairs and the noise of the TV, now, that I can’t 
hear; I know I won’t remember any of this. Tony slams out the 
bedroom door and I can hear more voices, remonstrating. The 
voices carry out into the back yard, which is just below the 
bedroom window. The TV is still on, and I hate it, but I can’t get up 
to turn it down. I get up and turn it down. 

I’m crying again, still, of course. No one is bringing me another 
beer from downstairs, and it’s a hot day, and Bill has been dead for 
almost two years now, and I still talk about him a lot. It’s starting 
to get on Tony’s nerves, after two years. 

We were really close, though, Bill and I, and I miss him, and 
that’s all there is to it. Sometimes, like today when I was coming in 
the door, I have little conversations with him even though I know 
they’re not real. It wasn’t real, about there being a donkey in the 
back yard, for example. I just simply had a dream about a donkey a 
few months ago, and it stayed with me. It was a very kindly 
donkey, with patient brown eyes, and it had something to do with 
Bill. In the dream, I ended up leaving it in my van for a minute so I 
could be on time for some classes or something; and something hit 
the van, and when I got back, the van and the donkey were 
squished. There was donkey hair and donkey blood on the steering 
wheel, and it was awful. I don’t know why there was a donkey in 


the first place, but the donkey was no more. 

No big deal. I’m used to having bad dreams somehow involving 
Bill, and Tony is used to hearing about them. I told him about this 
particular dream only because I couldn’t stop crying and because it 
was so weird about the donkey. Tony did his usual big, kind, 
comforting thing, and then went off to have fun. Now here he is, 
having fun again, and I’m stuck thinking about Bill and the donkey. 
Screw this. 

“You should look out the window,” Bill says. He’s still smiling 
away, but his eyes look more intense than before, crinkled up at the 
corners. 

Yeah, yeah. “I need another beer,” I say, helplessly. “I want a 
white dog that doesn’t shed. One of those expensive ones that don’t 
shed.” I know he’s on about the donkey again, and I wish there 
would be one outside if I looked out the window. But I know that 
it’ll just be a bunch of Tony’s fucking family and friends, falling into 
the bushes. The odds of there really being a donkey out there are 
astronomically close to nil. 

I can hear them all hooting down there, and then Tony’s 
characteristic thump, halfway up the stairs. “Julie!” he’s yelling. 
“Look out the window!” 

The cats have trotted over there and they’re looking out, ears 
pricked. Both of them, Blinky and Rob, look offended, which could 
be intriguing, if I didn’t know better. I know there isn’t a donkey in 
my back yard. 

But I get back up off the edge of my bed, and look down there, 


anyway. 


Some Summer, A Million Years 


Wreck Beach 
Vancouver 
A Million Years Summer, 1984 


“T want to bury you,” Steve says, 
“And lay my eggs in you.” 


Lets a lazy arm brush against my flank, 
lean lazy and hirsute. 


I 
recoil and laugh, ambivalent ambiguity, sand in my paper cup. 


Warm beer. Judy wants to go for a walk, 
Brad is shivering. I’m 


afraid that I’m too fat, 
although it doesn’t seem to matter. 


Something Cookin’ 


When I got home today 

The kids were all alone again 
Our son had ate the cord 

On the stereo 

Your note said I’d find 

My dinner in the oven 

Well, something sure is cookin’ 
But it ain’t no casserole. 


Just last week 

I got home early 

Our son had ate the dial 

On the new T.V. 

You pulled in the drive 

Just before my normal quittin’ time 
Lookin’ mighty happy 

‘Til you laid yer eyes on me. 


Well I ain’t Betty Crocker 

But I know there’s something cookin’ 
I checked with your bridge club 

And it ain’t like you said 

They ain’t even seen you 

Since late last winter 

The lady that I talked to 

She thought that you were dead. 


Now this has got to stop 

And I aim to stop it 

You can’t be carryin’ on the way you are 
It don’t suit me 

And it’s hard on the kids 

Our son’s been lookin’ poorly 

Since he ate the VCR. 


No, I ain’t Betty Crocker 
But I know there’s something cookin’ 


And it smells more like a rat 
Than your Tunafish Delight 

You been spendin’ all our money 
On shoes and fancy clothes 

And you ain’t been seein’ to it 
That the kids are eatin’ right. 


...No, you ain’t been seein’ to it 
That the kids 
Are eatin’ right. 


The Wrong Side of the Road? 


Uncle Frank had just come back to Canada after spending a 
year teaching English in Japan. 

“What was it like?” we asked him. “Was it hard to get used 
to?” 

“Tt was!” Uncle Frank exclaimed, clicking his mouse to 
display the next photo in the slideshow he’d made. An intersection 
in Tokyo, jam-packed with cars and bicycles. “I actually drove a 
car here, once,” he said. “There was so much traffic that I was 
terrified. And to make matters worse, the Japanese drive on the 
wrong side of the road!” 

No matter what country you live in, you can probably name 
some other countries where the citizens drive on “the wrong side of 
the road”. Japanese people would have their own list, and it would 
be different from Uncle Frank’s. Today, about three quarters of the 
world, including China, North America, and most of Europe, drives 
on the right, but about sixty countries, including the United 
Kingdom, Japan, and Australia, drive on the left. Try telling sixty 
countries that they’re driving on the wrong side! 

Why do so many foreigners insist on driving on the wrong 
side of the road? 

Originally, it seems that most people drove on the left. There 
is archaeological evidence of this from Roman times, 2000 years 
ago. Near what is now Swindon, England, archaeologists have 
discovered an old stone quarry, dating back to the time of Roman 
occupation. The ruts on the right side of the road leading in and 
out of the quarry are much deeper than the ones on the left. This 
makes sense, if we imagine the workmen keeping to the left as they 
entered the quarry with their empty wagons, and leaving with their 
wagons full of stones (still bearing left) on the right side of the 
road. 

As they toiled out of the quarry in the rain, these workmen 
would not have considered that the muddy tracks they were leaving 
behind them would turn out to provide us, thousands of years later, 
with such an interesting clue about ancient driving habits! 

It’s thought that left-handed driving was more natural for 
horse-back riders and wagon drivers, because most people are right- 
handed. Imagine yourself as a knight or warrior in ancient times. 


You’re passing down a narrow road in the darkness of night, on 
horseback. If you’re right-handed, you'll hold your sword ready in 
your right hand, with your reins in your left, and you'll keep to the 
left side of the road. This will take up the space on your vulnerable 
left side, and keep you ready for any attack from the right. 

Likewise, if you’re right-handed and driving a hay wagon, 
you'll probably find it most convenient to sit on the right side of the 
wagon and keep to the left. You’ll be holding your whip with your 
left hand, so that you can urge your horses on without hitting other 
people’s vehicles or animals. On your right, you'll be able to see 
oncoming traffic, and easily stop to chat with other drivers as they 
pass in the opposite direction. These are good reasons for driving 
on the left. 

But today, most of the world drives on the right. How did 
this happen? 

Now it gets interesting, especially if you’re into politics, 
power, and conquest. Today, most of the countries that still drive 
on the left are ones that were influenced by the British Empire 
during the 19th century. The countries that now drive on the right, 
though, can often be connected with another major power and 
historical competitor of the British: the French. 

Experts think that the French started out by driving on the 
left, just like everyone else. Some say that the French rulers 
actually took over the left side of the road, pushing “common 
people” over to the right. The ordinary people didn’t have horses 
or carriages, so they would walk facing traffic, as we do today when 
on foot. If you were a pedestrian in France, and a jangling 
procession of carriages was approaching you, wouldn’t you rather 
see it coming than hear it from behind? 

Then came the French Revolution of 1789. France’s citizens 
rebelled against the tyranny of their rulers, whose extravagant 
lifestyles were financed by the labour of the common people. 
There’s a famous story about Marie Antoinette, one of the French 
aristocracy. Someone came to tell her that her people were hungry, 
and crying out for bread. It is said that Marie tossed her head, and 
declared, “Let them eat cake!” 

The French citizens finally joined forces and overthrew the 
government. The aristocrats—the ones who hadn’t already been 
identified and beheaded - decided to try to blend in with the 
peasants, to avoid discovery. Remember that the common people 


were walking on the right, in those days. Soon, everybody who was 
anybody in France was bearing right on the roadways! 

Later, the famous general, Napoleon, went on to lead the 
French army into many countries in continental Europe. By this 
time, driving on the right was standard in France, and as Napoleon 
conquered, he brought that tradition with him. 

In North America, the British and the French competed with 
each other for territory. British colonists, naturally, continued to 
drive on the left. But the French also established some long- 
standing settlements and routes, especially in the southern U.S. and 
central Canada. Many right-driving immigrants arrived, as well, 
from the countries that Napoleon had conquered. When the 
Americans won the War of Independence, they wanted a change 
from the British system, and decided on right-hand driving. Canada 
eventually followed, and today, all of North America drives on the 
right — just like the French in Napoleon’s time! 

In Australia and Japan, on the other hand, people still drive 
on the left. Maybe this is because the French never really went 
there in large numbers. Japan has been left-driving throughout 
recorded history. Australia was originally colonized by the British, 
and hasn’t seen much reason to change since then. 

“Uncle Frank,” we said. “Have you ever wondered why 
different countries drive on different sides of the road?” 

“Not really,” said Uncle Frank. “Right now, I’m just glad to be 
home, where everybody drives on the right side!” 


Mrs. NORDquist 


I had a teacher named Mrs. Nordquist, who insisted on being 
called Mrs. NORDquist, and not Mrs. NORquist. Mrs. Nordquist was 
married, and was not yet thirty, while I was in grade three. Mrs. 
Nordquist took us all to see a Shakespeare play, put on by the local 
high school... I remember walking around on the bleachers, and 
trying to look with awe at the cultural stuff on the stage. I had the 
same feeling when I went to the rodeo. I was supposed to like 
horses—in fact, I DID like horses—so I tried to look with awe at the 
stuff in the riding ring. Now that I think of it, the same thing holds 
with philosophy. 

Mrs. Nordquist also took us to the gallery where her Work was 
displayed. It consisted of what I remember as _ oil-on-velvet 
paintings of nudes, although surely it can’t have been that bad. 
Maybe they were good oil-on-velvet paintings. Anyway, us grade 
three-ers looked at the paintings, glad to be on a field trip. 

Mrs. Nordquist also showed us some slides that she and Mr. 
Nordquist took while they were in Egypt, and she also made us do 
Fingerpainting To Music, and she also tried to get us to make 
interesting objects out of paper mache. I seem to have a memory of 
Mrs. Nordquist hoisting a great blob of misshapen wet paper into a 
gigantic green garbage bin, but I’m not sure if that’s a genuine 
memory or not. 

This was 1968. Mrs. Nordquist was fond of saying, “Thirty is a 
dirty word in our family.” Every once in a while, I think about that, 
and about the fact that Mrs. Nordquist is undoubtedly over thirty 
now. 1968 was the year that Stanfield and Trudeau were fighting it 
out for Canadian Prime Ministership, I think... anyway Mrs. 
Nordquist wanted us to be right in on that too, so we went to some 
gathering or other, and I think I got to shake Stanfield’s hand. Then 
Trudeau got elected, and some of my friends got “Fuddle Duddle” 
tee-shirts. (Trudeau had said, “Fuck!” and when asked to repeat 
himself, said with perfect equanimity, “I said, ‘Fuddle-duddle.” He 
was outrageously funny and brilliant, and I wish his son would 
hurry up and run for something.) 

Anyways, Mrs. Nordquist was my grade three teacher. I only 
have two other memories of Mrs. Nordquist. One time, she was 
supposed to be teaching us how to play baseball, and she was 


holding me, so that she could show me how to swing when the 
pitcher threw the ball. The pitcher threw the ball, and Mrs. 
Nordquist didn’t let go of me in time, so I got hit in the mouth. 
Mrs. Nordquist was very worried about that, very solicitous. 

The other thing is that Michelle, the Principal’s daughter, was in 
our class. One time, there was a fire drill, and Michelle, a nice 
enough girl, but not exactly a brain, couldn’t get her coat on in time 
to line up with the rest of us. Mrs. Nordquist was really patient 
with Michelle, she got positively agitated, but she was patient, 
much more patient and kind than she ever was with any of the rest 
of us. 

Actually, there’s one more memory. There was this kid in our 
class named Mark, he didn’t seem to be from a very good family. 
Mark wasn’t well thought of, even in grade three; he seemed sort of 
dirty, and he was always getting in trouble and posing a Problem 
for Mrs. Nordquist. One time we were all fooling around when Mrs. 
Nordquist was out of the room, and somehow I ended up in Mark’s 
seat when Mrs. Nordquist walked in. Mrs. Nordquist noticed that I 
had violated the seating plan. I don’t know where Mark was; I 
think he had been sent out of the room earlier, in disgrace, as 
usual. (It’s funny about Mark—obviously, I was only eight or nine 
at the time, but I always envision him, whenever I envision him, as 
being the same age as I am while doing the envisioning. That is, 
lately Mark’s been in his forties while all of this is going on.) 

Anyway, Mrs. Nordquist caught me sitting in Mark’s seat when 
she came back, and came up with a truly subtle form of 
punishment. “Why are you out of your seat?” she asked me. No 
self-respecting grade three-er would try to explain that, least of all 
to an adult. Then she said, “Well, if you won’t tell me why you’re 
out of your seat, Julie, you will just have to stay in Mark’s desk for 
the rest of the day.” 

I was taken aback—I hadn’t expected a teacher, an adult, to 
appeal to the unsavouriness of one grade three-er in order to punish 
another grade three-er. We might have started a rumour that Mark 
was Farty, but that was surely between us grade three-ers; Mrs. 
Nordquist was surely beyond all that, wasn’t she? Still, the 
ignominy of sitting in Mark’s desk all day overcame my 
befuddlement: if Mrs. Nordquist was really going to be like that, 
then I would have to think fast. A few beats later, I had it. 

“Mrs. Nordquist,” I said, “Mark’s been picking his nose and 


putting it under his desk. Do I HAVE to sit here?” 

Poor Mrs. Nordquist. She could hardly come and check, to see if 
there was dried snot all over the underside of Mark’s desk. That 
would be to progress altogether too far into the land of Grade 
Three. On the other hand, she’d progressed a fair bit into that land 
already. She’d already implicitly appealed to Mark’s Fartiness in 
order to pull a nasty one on me; she couldn’t very well ignore my 
complaint. Having already recognized Mark’s unsavouriness, she 
couldn’t very well subject one of her students, no matter now 
unruly, to three or so hours of proximity to his most personal 
secretions. That would be cruel and unusual punishment, by the 
standard that we Grade Three-ers well understood, the standard 
that she’d been so unwise as to invoke. 

Mrs. Nordquist, who is by now certainly well over thirty, knew 
enough to know when she was licked. “Oh,” she said, wrinkling her 
nose, “No, then of course you don’t have to sit in Mark’s desk.” 

That incident earned me the respect of my peers for the rest of 
the week. I don’t know what effect it had on Mrs. NORDquist. It 
probably didn’t have much of an effect on Mark, who wasn’t even 
in the room. 


Abuse 


A small boy stands trembling, his fists clenched, and the 
terror is almost more than he can bear. He might be a puppy, in 
the room with someone else’s argument. It’s just the nastiness, the 
sheer, brutal unfriendliness of it all. It doesn’t mean anything; it 
doesn’t make any sense. 

The dog is aggressive. Everyone knows he is. Even 
mentioning the dog’s name in the wrong tone is inviting trouble. 
He’s a brindle mutt, with round yellow eyes and a constant frown. 
He has his chin on his paws, but he’s not as relaxed as one might 
think. 

In her bedroom, the little girl holds her ears. The raised 
voices of Mommy and Daddy, and the bangs and the thumps. She 
holds her ears. She thinks, “This is my head, and no one can get in 
here. I’m safe in here”. 

A cat sits, like an Egyptian statue. He just sits. If you watch 
him closely, you see him blink, when the bangs and thumps get 
particularly loud. 


Boyfriend Exegesis 


Acting Weird (Safely) 


He can hear something going on in my mind, sometimes, 
And he comes in and interrupts me. Or 

If he’s already in, 

Well, there he is. 


I try to think, but there he is. 


He gets on my nerves, and I love him, 
Not least 
Because he cares enough to interrupt me. 


Sabotage. 


He talks over me in conversations amongst guests and friends. 
I stop; they glance around. 

He looks so normal and avuncular; 

He is so sane and reasonable, 

That they choose to believe him: 

Suzy is acting weird. 


He’s talking about himself, again. 


I roll my eyes, 
Put my head on the table, 
Acting “weird”. 


Some of the other women are really annoying. 

They put their arms around me, sympathetically. 

Obviously, he doesn’t care about you, they are saying, with their 
arms, 

So comforting. Right. 


I weep in frustration. 


Irritatingly, so very irritatingly, 


Only I know 
That he does. Care. Bah. 


When everyone else is gone, 

He cares 

As carefully as he can 

Saying as little as possible, so as to leave room (for me!); 
So as to leave some room; 

So as to leave a little room; 


So as to leave the room 
Safely. 


Old Love Rescue 


Emergency. I dial my version of 911. 


The man who ran into the stop sign 
That fight we had so long ago: 


Stops signs for me. 
Telephone 


There is no requiring some sort of other answer, 
But that he answers the phone. 


He answers the phone. He calls back. 
What more can the world be? 
And I sit there on the other end of the line, 


Blankly waiting, adjusting my punctuation, 
And then... 

It’s about birds! 

We talk about the birds he saw. 


We know things 

We can’t speak of 

And these we mention quietly 
As if all birds never were 

And never shall be. 

On the telephone, 


He insists. What do I know? 
Something hurts. 

This should be made to stop 

Before we go on 

But we must go on, to make it stop. 


And this goes on, to make it stop: 


Because he said: that, then. 
And about the birds. 


Then: Thank you and forever, 
And any birds I can find. 
Some things are here 

And you touch them 

In me 

With the difference. 


Weed 


Where love could grow 
Are stagnant, stinging barbs: 
Just wire and rain, washing down. 


Insects crawl. 

Six legs are too many. 
Barbed, barbed wire 
Where love could grow. 


In the midst of all the cement, 
There is a joke or two. 

The girl doesn’t always get hurt. 
Sometimes the guy is just 

A cigar. 


Without despair, 

There’d be nothing to really cry about. 
Without disreputable disrepair 
There’d be no reason 

To get a job. 


Where love could grow, 
There’s only stagnant metal 

A few six-legged monstrosities 
And 


A flower, in the midst of 
All this cement. 


A dandelion. 


Hot Potato 


If the most important thing in the world 
Were up to me 
What would I want it to be? 


If the strangest thing came 
Knocking at my door 
Whom shall I say it’s for? 


Should I say, There’s another person in here 
But he’s in the shower? 
Come back in an hour? 


If the most wonderful thing called, 
Or the best surprise— 

If the surprise party that nobody ever 
Threw for me 

Got thrown... 

Well, there I’d be. 


(“Finally,” she’s thinking. “My surprise party!”) 
Would I be surprised? 


If the most important thing in the world 
Were up to me 

I'd feel really smug; 

And then I’d give it 

To somebody else. 


Cats and Dogs 


Resentfully, I wept 
Peering at sorrow 
As if there were 
No tomorrow. 


A walk with the dog 

Is a one-shot enterprise. 
Either he cures you, 

Or you're in for a surprise. 


Cats come in, 

Gently padding, like predators 

Who have been lying around all day, mushroom-like, 
Doing nothing, all day long 

On your new Bedroom Set. 


(I said to them, 

“What do you think you’re doing? — 
Sprawled around on the bed like this— 
When I have to go to work???” 


They each batted an eye. 


They won’t tell me how many 
Lives they have left. 

I am appalled 

At what they’ve been through. 
Apparently, they were the slaves 
Three times over, 

Who built the Pyramids. ) 


Cats are cats; 

They lie on the bed and blink at you. 
You can’t trust them; 

But I do. 


The dog does, too. 


Power Tools 


Well, my entire face started to itch. Dental work of unimaginable 
proportions. 


I felt like I wanted to rip my head from my entire... 
From my.... 


(Oops, ran out of ink.) BODY, ok, I replaced my pen. 
I WANT TO TAKE MY HEAD AND BANG IT, REPEATEDLY, 
AGAINST THE NEAREST WALL. 


Next door lives a guy 
Who’s just recently lost the use of his legs. 
Something happened at his job. 


He’s youngish, and although I’m told 
He’s never been particularly nice 

He still 

Isn’t. 


He doesn’t have a lot to say; 
I suspect maybe he was just shy 
In the first place. I dunno. He’s been OK to me. 


He can’t use his legs again, ever again, probably. 


So he’s out there in his wheelchair, 
With a rake. He looks OK. He’s a muscular, younger looking guy. 
My teeth are bugging me. 


He looks like a guy in a wheelchair, reaching 
For the top of the house next door. 

With a rake. (?) 

I don’t ask him any questions; 

I like him. 


He isn’t quitting. 


Meanwhile, when I have any spare time, 
I feel like ripping my head off my body 
And banging it against somebody’s office 
Anybody’s office... 

Somebody I don’t like. 


I have two cats, and a poodle. 

And, oddly (or not) they care a lot. 

Even when I’m just sitting there, they know 
That I’m about to 

Remove my head, 

And simply wing it, elegantly, 

At the guy next door. Like a football. 


It’s not his fault. My teeth are bugging me. 


He’s wheeling around out there in his wheelchair, 
Gardening 

And getting on my nerves. 

The dog whines at me; and then he whines. 

He won't shut up; so I get myself a glass of water. 


It turns out (eventually) 
That the dog 
Was just thirsty. 


Outside, I hear the dulcet tones 
Of power tools. 


Information Radio 


“Don’t go out,” she begged him, weeping. 
There had been a lot of noise outside. 
Bangs, explosions, shouting. 

“Tt’ll be all right,” he said to her, 

In their language; 

And he went. 


There had been shouting in the house, too 
On another side of the world; 

Enough to make a dog cower 

And a cat slide away. 

But it was OK now. 

They had stopped shouting. 

He’d gone to bed, safe and warm. 

She turned the radio on, 

And the dog cheered up. 


On the radio, unthinkable, dismal news 

About people 

Somewhere else 

Displaced, desolate. 

Slowly walking in the rain, carrying a few things, 
And some of them with pneumonia. 

Old ladies, carrying pieces of cloth, or metal 
Unrecognizable treasures. 


The dog, relieved, lies at her feet. 
The dog, bereaved, pads at her feet 
A world away. 

A FIGHT? An argument. 


There are other places. 


Praying for Others 


I sat on the porch 
And prayed to God 
Just another whining, whinging broad. 


“Thanks for all the stuff; 
“But You know, it’s tough for my 
“friends...” 


God said, “Yeah, and what’s your point?” 
I said, “Look, You own this joint, 
“So I’m just asking nicely.” 


God said, “It depends.” 


“Depends on what???” I said to Him. 
“Why should I have to ASK You this??” 


The wind came up, with a gentle ‘whish’. 


God just said His usual Thing. 

And I get by with a prayer on a wing. 
It’s a funny task, and I still don’t get 
Why I should have to ask. 


No Anniversary in Particular 


The main thing that I remember John Lennon having ever said 
Was, “Yes.” 


And he got that from Yoko. 

He didn’t even make it up himself; he said so. 
He climbed up a ladder in an art gallery to see 
What she’d said. 

He said that that was what did it for him. 


You could say, 
“She probably didn’t even mean it.” 
You could rip this up. 


What, though, if it were true? 
John Lennon lived in rooms, too. 


A room is just a room 

And kindness is just kindness. 
I suppose the greatest kindness 
Would be 

To love the one you’re with. 


I don’t think John Lennon 
Wrote that, either. 


The Last Straw 


“You have an overblown sense of your own importance,” she 
said to him finally, breaking down and, as it were, tugging on him. 
At him. “Let’s go.” 

He looked up at her, shrugged, and went back to his, so to 
speak, newspaper. It had been a tree. Maybe it still was. She 
couldn’t see the point, that was for sure. 

She waited. She was considerate, if nothing else. The utter lack 
of respect, though, the complacency—for which, she knew, she was 
partially responsible—irked her. It had been a long day. 
Considering that time was passing faster in general, and that life 
was virtually flying by, here, now and then gone, in what very well 
might be her twilight years, she marvelled at how long a single day 
could be. 

They finally got home. Nothing was going on. The house was 
as they’d left it. 

From her point of view, it was kind of a relief. The failure of 
anything to be going on in the house was always kind of soothing. 
It was rare. It meant she could Work. So to speak. He, though, 
was manifestly disappointed that there was nothing going on at 
home. He was younger than she was. He probably felt immortal. 
Ready to party. Naturally, she felt guilty about his boredom and 
disappointment, but, this time, did nothing—just to see what he 
would do. Well. Just to get something done of her own, for once. 

He paced around and then had something to eat. She ignored 
him, typing something. But in the back of her mind, in her heart of 
hearts, she worried. Well, you couldn’t call it “worry”. She 
thought. 

She thought about him. “Awwww,” = she _ thought. 
Sympathetically. 

“Again!” she thought. Again. “I care, I care, I care. Gawd help 
me, I care. I spend all my time thinking about others, and they 
probably don’t care about me at all.” She was only typing; she was 
envisioning herself banging her own head repeatedly against 
something. She was frustrated because what she was typing was 
not what she had intended to type; she had never intended to type 
this. She had had something else in mind, something else entirely, 
when they’d left. It was just that, on the way home, he’d looked at 


her like that. He’d shrugged, as only he could. He hadn’t taken her 
seriously at all. 

When she looked up from her so-called Work, he was gone. 
Gone, bored, full of disapprobation, to bed. 

“Fine, then,” she thought. It was fine. But she still felt bad that 
he had been disappointed. That she could have made it better, and 
hadn’t. 

Earlier, she had appreciated and respected his talent, his 
abilities that transcended her own. She didn’t even really expect 
anything back from him—this entire thing had, overall, been her 
doing. He was younger than she. He was naive. What did she 
expect? She’d cultivated this relationship precisely in order to get 
what she was getting. Kind of. Why then, this nagging thing. 
What, what was nagging at her, preventing her from Working, so to 
speak? 

He came back downstairs and, wordlessly, crossed his legs, 
closed his eyes, and went to sleep. 

His point? This was the last straw. Whatever it had been, 
whatever she had been going to write, was done, gone, over. It 
wasn’t going to happen, and she couldn’t even remember what it 
was going to be. She couldn’t even blame the goddam poodle. He 
was just a goddam poodle. 


The Hole That Shawn’s Bed Made 


There’s been a hole in the wall of the stairway from the very 
first day I moved in here, seven months ago. It was ironic and 
rotten, because the place was pristine and it was going to be a New 
Start. You should have seen what I was moving out of. Shawn had 
deserted me after hitting me over the head with a bottle of ketchup 
and almost killing me with an electric guitar, and although those 
latter two were easily survivable, the shock and betrayal of the 
desertion had almost done me in. Not to mention a lot of other 
things. Anyway I had somehow survived and there we were, 
moving Shawn’s bed - trying to move Shawn’s bed - up the stairs 
into the spare bedroom. Shawn, after all, had deserted me — he’d 
disappeared and made a big issue out of nobody allowing me to 
find out where he was - and so naturally, although he took his 
guitars and his clothes and his blues tapes, he had left his bed 
behind, and his other furniture. 

Left alone in that apartment with all the stuff I’d cleaned the 
ketchup off of, all the stuff that had witnessed some of the 
ridiculous fun we had, the food we ate, the TV we watched—all 
that stuff - it was awful, and I (to put it mildly) had stopped 
keeping things up. It was a holocaust zone, and my two kind 
friends from work, who agreed to help me move, ended up having 
to do things like clean two inches of mould out of the basket of the 
coffee pot before putting it into a box on moving day. It was pretty 
bad. I hadn’t packed anything. 

And there was all of Shawn’s furniture. I felt bad about the 
whole thing — I mean, in addition to all the agony of all this and all 
that, I still had some pride, and some sense of empathy for other 
members of the human race. For Shawn to have done this to me, 
he must have been in a lot of pain. He shouldn’t have to lose his 
furniture. OR: Well, he can treat me like shit, but J am not going to 
stoop to that. I'll keep his stuff until he shows back up, and settles 
down; and then he won’t be able to whine that he’s lost all his 
furniture, too. 

Shawn had a habit of bashing holes in the walls. The basement 
apartment we lived in had itself started out pristine, but what with 
one thing and another, when I moved out, there was a lot of candle 
wax on the floor in the living room, and the area of the orange and 


black indoor-outdoor carpet under the sink was pretty brittle, even 
though I’d tried to wash it. Normal wear and tear, you might say. 
And then there was the rest of it, though. I’d washed all the 
ketchup off the walls, but there was still a big spattering on the 
ceiling above my desk — it was stucco, and I hadn’t had the energy, 
or later, after Shawn left, the heart, to tackle a stucco ceiling. So 
there was that. I had been looking at that ketchup spatter all the 
time, and it had been part of the reason I couldn’t function well 
enough to pack. 

And then, when I took the pictures off the walls — or rather, 
when my friends did—there were all those holes in the walls. 
Shawn had had a habit of bashing holes in the walls. I guess I’ve 
mentioned that. It wasn’t generally about me —- he had issues 
involving his parents, and goodness knows what else. The first 
holes he put in the wall were due to — oh, probably some money 
issue, and everything was getting to be too much, and then he went 
in the bathroom and tried to trim his goatee and his hair, and he 
cut his ear somehow. I heard a big bang, and then he came back in 
the living room and threw the scissors into the bedroom, hitting the 
full-length mirror, which shattered. And then he threw something 
at the wall beside the bedroom door, and put a hole there. 

I put down my coffee cup and ran over and grabbed his arm. 
His ear was dripping all over his shirt. “Quit it,” I said. “You’re 
getting blood all over the place. Settle down.” I was a good 
woman, in my own way, and he knew it. He allowed himself to 
subside, what with me dabbing at his ear and all. 

“T’m losing it, babe,” he said. 

“No you’re not,” I said. 
In retrospect, well. 

Those were the first holes in the walls, and I covered them with, 
respectively, a couple of plastic stick-on washcloth hangers from 
Wal-mart (the holes in the bathroom wall had been made by the 
scissors with which Shawn had been trying to trim his beard), and a 
Mexican wall-hanging, which is another story. Shawn thought that 
the plastic stick-on washcloth hangers were a good idea, and said as 
much. As time went on, though, more and more holes started 
accumulating in the walls, and eventually I just stopped trying to 
cover them up. 

When Shawn moved out, the dog panicked, having been left 
alone all day and recognizing that something was wrong; I could 


hear her screaming as I walked down the hall to our apartment, 
arms heavy with groceries. When I got in, the first thing I saw was 
that the dog had completely destroyed the carpet beside the door. 
My heart sank, and then sank some more, as I realized that Shawn’s 
guitars were gone. If they were gone, then so was he. 

But he’d left his furniture. He’d left the bed. 

The bed had symbolic value. We’d had a strong sexual 
attraction. Between that and my enjoyment of his hard-done-by 
attitude and fairly decent intellect and overblown sense of his own 
moral importance, I’d been infatuated with Shawn - or at any rate, 
been accused by Shawn of being infatuated. The bed had been 
where we’d had something in common; this was true. So I couldn’t 
sleep in it. 

I had to get other people to come over and sleep with me in it, 
to be able to sleep in it. My feelings were hurt. He had run away, 
when he could have just said he had to go, and went. How could I 
have stopped him? How scary was I? The whole thing scared me. 

I had good friends. Don’t tell me I deserved them. The people I 
worked with were the handiest, day to day. Tiff, who cleaned the 
coffee pot, for example, and Jerry, the inveterate gambler with the 
crazy wife, and Debbie, cranky old Debbie the farmer’s wife, who 
couldn’t resist those gambling machines in the bars - “This is a 
game of skill!” — where you sink ten loonies and if you’re lucky you 
get to hook a cheap stuffed toy with those electronic pincers. My 
house is full of little stuffed toys that Debbie won at lunch. We’d 
run down to the bar from the factory, and she’d stick money in that 
thing until she won something, and then she’d give it to me and 
we'd head back to work. I’d put whatever stuffed toy it was on top 
of the label-making machine at my station, and other denizens of 
the plant would laugh and point at it on their way to the 
washroom. The stupidest toy that Debbie won me was this little 
green stuffed snake, which she tipped over by accident as she was 
trying to get an owl. She must have spent $30 trying to win the 
owl, and she finally did. She kept it, too; but she let me have the 
snake. 

Anyway, moving day. I had somehow survived, and there we 
were, moving Shawn’s bed - trying to move Shawn’s bed - up the 
stairs into the spare bedroom in my new place. My New Start. The 
damned thing was too big... it was a queen sized bed, and the box 
spring, like Shawn, was unbendable: it wouldn’t fit up the stairs. 


Everybody was tired. “Just ram it,” I said. “It won’t fit!” “Ram it,” 
I said. So they did. 

So, there’s been this hole in the wall, at about mid-calf height, 
on the stairway ever since. About a week after that, I accidentally 
shut the dog up in my brand new pristine bedroom while I was at 
work, and she destroyed the carpet by the door, digging for hours, 
terrified of another abandonment. I covered that with a throw rug 
right away, but for the last seven months, every time I’ve walked up 
the stairs, ’ve seen that hole in the wall, and thought, “Shawn’s 
hole. Shawn’s bed. Wrecked carpet.” Ironic. Rotten. 

What do you do about something like that? New pains have 
overcome the old pains, but it still doesn’t stop registering — that 
there’s a hole in the wall. Shawn. 

He’s been over here since I moved in — we slept together (on the 
other bed, since I put Shawn’s in the spare bedroom), and made 
some sort of peace, and I guess he’s satisfied with not having his 
bed; but he didn’t officially say he didn’t want it, so it’s still up 
there. What - I’m going to move it out? And put another hole in 
the wall? 

The hole has been there since the very first day I moved in here, 
seven months ago. I’ve been walking past it, and there are other 
stories besides this, involving that staircase, believe me. The cats 
have sharpened their claws on the landing, and the stairs look 
pretty ratty by now. Even though it’s covered by a throw rug, I 
know the dog has made a huge hole in the carpet by my bedroom 
door. Just like the one she made by the door the day that Shawn 
left. 

It’s hard to think about anything, these days, without thinking of 
something else. A picturesque life is one thing, but I may have 
overdone it. I used to read those Classic Horror comics and think 
they were funny; but you should have just seen the way the ketchup 
looked on the walls after Shawn hit me over the head with that 
plastic bottle. To this day, when I go to take a cassette or a CD out, 
to play it, chances are I will find a few flecks of ketchup that I 
missed the first time. 

So, my insurance cheque for my van bounced again, and the van 
itself was off the road, so when the insurance company called today 
and left a message saying it was about my February 1st payment, I 
knew they meant non-payment, so I phoned up Jim, the father of 
the child of Tiff, the kind friend who cleaned the mould out of the 


coffee filter basket seven months ago... and Jim came over and 
drove me down to pay the insurance company. 

Jim brought me home and went and picked up Tiff from where 
she now works, and they came back and we sat around and hung 
out with their little daughter, Anna; and I thought about how nice it 
would be to be four again, and with no debts or bills and a sense 
that the world owes you a living. I boiled some rocks, to entertain 
Anna, and put them in the fish tank, and we looked at how neat the 
rocks looked in there. I asked Jim if he’d have a look at my leaking 
faucet upstairs, so we went up there while Anna and Tiff talked 
about the fish. 

When we got downstairs, Tiff, my girlfriend, the one who 
cleaned the filter basket on the coffee maker seven months ago, was 
tired, and wanted to go home. So they left, my friends. 

Well. Left alone in the house, and this is what happens. I’ve 
written this. I walked up the stairs to the bathroom with Jim, and 
back down...and there was that hole in the wall, again: Shawn’s 
hole. The hole that Shawn’s bed made. 

It’s taken a long time, but I think I am finally starting to get over 
some of (I hate to sound pretentious, but I can’t think of a more 
accurate way to describe it) the pain. I can watch TV by myself 
again now, and I don’t have to have sex with somebody in order to 
sleep in a bed, and I have started reading books again. Don’t get 
me wrong - this is hardly all to do with Shawn. Shawn is just part 
of it. But the hole in the wall in the stairway has definitely been, 
what with one thing and another, Shawn’s. 

This is just the part I’ve chosen to tell you about. Because of 
what I did with it. 

Stupid hole in the wall. There’s been talk about fixing it, but it 
never gets fixed. Even if somebody came along and fixed it, the 
paint wouldn’t match and Id still know. It’s been something to be 
gotten around, around to, for seven months. 

I walked past the hole in the wall this time, after Tiff and Jim 
and Anna left, went to the bathroom, and then I went in the 
bedroom where Debbie’s stuffed toys are collected, gathering dust 
on the windowsill. The snake. The snake. I grabbed the stupid 
green stuffed snake, with his little felt tongue stuck to the bottom of 
his mouth, and I jammed him into the hole that the corner of 
Shawn’s bed made when we brought it in here. So now there’s this 
snake, peering out of the hole. 


Now, when you go up the stairs, you’ll see a hole in the wall, 
but you'll see a snake sticking his stuffed green head out of it, 
flicking his red felt tongue. Ha ha! It looks like it’s supposed to be 
that way. The snake broke through the wall! Apparently the 
current tenant, c’est moi, got artistic and put a hole in the wall, so 
she could put a snake in there! 

In any event, it works. This is the sort of thing I used to do, 
when I used to read horror comics and think that they were funny. 
The T.V. is on. My mood is improving. 

It’s just a start. It’s just a hole in a wall. But now, it’s mine. 


Fifteen 


OK so. I’m fifteen again. 

I’m sitting here on the couch at my uncle’s house, in deep shit, 
Picking at my hair and snapping off my split ends in the living 
room. 

Staring off into stubborn space. 

The adults are sitting here, watching me, without actually trying to 
be, horrified. 

I am being extremely irritating, but I don’t care. 

I am absolutely sure that I am winning. 

The adults are disgusted, and 

I’m disgusted right back at them. 

HA! 


I’m right, I will be right, and if you want to check me out later, 
I will have been right. 
Seriously. 


What I was thinking was 
That they didn’t understand. 
And they didn’t. 

They had no idea. 


They thought that I had no idea, 
But I have something better. 


ye Jes 


(Cranky Old) Grendel 


In their pain, 

I find solace; 

In their cries, I find peace; 
In their tears, I can rest: 
This is my release. 

Now I can sleep. 


In accusation, 


I find justification; 

In repudiation, 

I find my welcome at last. 
This is a relief! 

Now I can sleep. 


I have a dream; 

It goes like so: 

Everyone’s happy 

Wherever I go. 

All that I do 

Is drop a remark. 

Sneer a bit; raise my voice; 
Catch them off-guard: 

And they’re crying, sobbing! 
Boo hoo hoo, like 
“Professional Victims” crying 
“Crocodile Tears”! 


The more they sob, 
The faster I bob 
Up and down in my happy and happier soup. 


The best is when they beg for mercy. 

By this time they should be quite upset, 

So it’s no problem to threaten them and insult them. 
Almost any threat or insult will do, to get them going 
Even harder. 


The satisfaction of winning like this 

Is hard to describe. 

The more they wanted something pleasant to happen, instead, 
The better it is, somehow. 


All I know is, 

I usually go to sleep while they’re still crying, 

And unless they wake me up (which can be a lot of fun too), 
I sleep like a baby 

All night long. 


In their pain, 

I find solace; 

In their cries, I find peace; 
In their tears, I can rest. 
This is my release. 

Now I can sleep. 


In accusation, 

I find justification; 

In repudiation, 

I find my welcome at last. 
This is SUCH a relief! 
Now I can sleep. 


ZZZZZZZZZ 


Something warm begins to fall 

Like a blanket, down. 

And as that softness touches him, Grendel twitches, 
Flails a bit, 

Curses. 

Resumes snoring. 


It’s not clear if she is Venus, 

Para-sailing on a sea-shell, as she is wont to do; 
Or maybe it’s just toothless old Mary 

From the street. 

Anyway she’s got a blanket. 


And she’s put it over cranky old Grendel 
Who had appeared to be 

Tossing in 

His sleep. 


Tomorrow 


Chelsea walks across the crosswalk with the little (and bigger) 
kids: poking, prodding, and offering assistance when they seem to 
want or need some help. With one hand, she fiddles with her eye- 
brow piercing. It looks good, but it’s getting on her nerves. 

“Chelsea!” one of the kids, Brian, yells. He’s yelling really loud. 
He’s way in the back of the whole procession. To stop, to answer 
him properly, she’d have to stop everybody. Keep walking. 

“What, Brian?” she tosses, over her shoulder. Chelsea is holding 
Shelly’s hand, and Shelly looks up at her, questioningly. 

“S’alright, Chelsea, I’ve got it,” yells Mike from behind. He’s 
another one of the care workers, taking up the back. 

“Tt’s OK,” Chelsea says to Shelly. “That was just Brian.” Shelly 
has already forgotten about Brian, and is looking at a bird in a tree 
about half a block away. She’s trying to head over towards it, 
dragging Chelsea by the hand. Chelsea holds tight, and they keep 
walking in the right direction. Everybody gets across the crosswalk. 

Chelsea feels the gentle, rhythmic tug of Shelly’s little hand in 
hers. They continue back from the playground towards Gail’s 
House. Gail’s House is a residential facility for children with autism, 
and Chelsea is volunteering to help. She hadn’t really wanted to 
volunteer, but none of this has been up to her, really. 

“You have a couple of choices,” Mrs. Whitmore had told 
Chelsea. Mrs. Whitmore is Chelsea’s Youth-Protection Probation 
Officer. It is not Chelsea’s fault that she even has a probation officer 
at all, much less Mrs. Whitmore, who is fat and old and seems to 
think she knows everything. 

“Right,” Chelsea said, looking down at her hair, which had 
grown too much, and picking at her split ends. (“I have choices? 
Right!” she thought.) 

Mrs. Whitmore continued. “I’m going to repeat this for you, 
Chelsea. You have to do some community service work. You can 
spend twenty hours picking up trash with our clean-up crew, or you 
can help out at Gail’s House.” 

“Forget it,” Chelsea said. “I’m not going to pick up any more of 
anyone else’s garbage, ever.” She slumped further down in the chair 
beside Mrs. Whitmore’s desk. There were some threads, she noticed, 


coming loose from the hem of her jeans. 

“Excellent,” said Mrs. Whitmore. “Gail’s House, then.” She 
closed Chelsea’s file with a snap, and rose to her feet, looking 
happy. Smug. As if she knew everything. 

None of this is fair. Chelsea’s been caught shoplifting for a 
second time. A few tubes of lipstick — so what? It wasn’t even her 
idea, and she’s the one who’s gotten caught, every time. She’s pretty 
sure she saw the other girls, Rana and Sandy, laughing at her from 
outside the store, last time, when the blonde, angry-looking shop 
detective clamped her hand down on Chelsea’s shoulder. 
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She doesn’t even know Rana or Shandy very well, either. 
Otherwise, she would have at least phoned them afterwards, to ask 
them why they’d just left her alone in the store like that, or at least 
to get some sympathy. As it is, though, Chelsea thinks bitterly, she 
already knows why they took off on her like that. They’d just been 
using her, to pick up the lipstick while they “caused a distraction.” 
They didn’t even try to “cause a distraction”. They saw the shop 
detective, and they just left. 

They’d figured out that Chelsea was pretty new in town and 
wanted to fit in somewhere. They have used her. 

And Chelsea’s fallen right into it. She’s been used. She knows 
what that means. She’s a B student. She’s not stupid. She looks at 
Mrs. Whitmore, and Mrs. Whitmore’s face looks completely blank 
and unhelpful, with a fake, encouraging smile. Just like everything 
else. 

Chelsea thinks, well I am desperate to fit in somewhere. 

At fifteen, at her tenth public school in nine years, she’s been the 
new kid in town all her life. It was easier when she was just a little 
kid. At six or eight or nine years old, you just walk up and say hi, 
and start playing whatever game the other kids are playing. You 
might not know every game, and some kids can be mean, but 
sooner or later someone will show you how to play, and then 
everybody has fun. 

But high school is different. In high school, everybody already 
has friends; and they hang around together in pairs, or threes, or 
gangs of five or six; they talk about clothes and boys and each 
other, they go to crazy parties or already belong to clubs. Most of 


the kids in high school have known each other for years. They don’t 
need or want any new friends, unless the new person is particularly 
interesting or cool. 

Chelsea, by the time she arrived at this latest school for grade 
nine, and met Sandy and Rana, had (been) moved twice already in 
the same year. She hadn’t felt interesting or cool since the end of 
grade seven, where she’d actually been allowed to stay, long 
enough to join the choir and learn all the songs. She had just had 
time to perform a solo at the latest assembly, and everybody had 
been pretty impressed. But the day after that, they’d had to pack up 
and leave. Dad had a new job posting. Again. 

“T’'m not going!” Chelsea had said, fighting back tears, when her 
Dad broke the news after her solo performance. “You can’t do this 
to me! I have friends here! This isn’t fair!” 

Her Dad had looked sad, but Chelsea could tell that this wasn’t 
going to help. “We don’t have any choice, honey,” he’d said. 
“You’re too young to look after yourself, and we only have each 
other. If you had grandparents, or aunts or uncles, or if your mom 
were still alive... we might have other options. I’m sorry about this, 
but we just have to go.” 

Chelsea loves her Dad, and she knows that he always does his 
best, but this hadn’t helped matters at the next couple of schools. 
The first school, at the beginning of grade eight, didn’t even have a 
choir; and in the middle of grade eight, when she’d changed schools 
again, there was a choir — but it was too late in the year to join it. 
Chelsea spent most of that four months just, well, waiting. It wasn’t 
as easy to make friends anymore, and Chelsea was busy trying to 
catch up with the differences in the schoolwork, anyway. She’d 
known they would probably move again pretty soon, so there would 
have been no point in trying to make friends, or anything like that. 

But then... they moved again — to Brentwood: here. Her Dad had 
said that this time, it looked like they might even be able to stay 
permanently. 

At first, Chelsea was really excited, but that wore off in a hurry. 
They arrived in October, and there was a choir for grade nine at 
Brentwood. It wasn’t too late to try out, so Chelsea practised her 
solo for a week in advance, getting better and better at it. Even 
better than she’d been back in grade seven. 


But then, when she finally performed her song, in front of Mr. 
Walsh, the Choir teacher at the new school, and the rest of the 
class... nothing happened. Nothing good. Her song — from “Annie” - 
the one that had received all the applause before—didn’t go over 
well at all. Nobody said anything. There was a long silence after 
she’d finished; even Mr. Walsh didn’t say anything, and then there 
was some tittering and laughing from the back of the room. 

Chelsea remembers standing there. She’s waiting — for applause, 
or something. She’s puzzled, at first. Then she realizes, with 
dawning horror, that the other kids are laughing at her. Of course, 
she thinks, none of them, not even Mr. Walsh, have ever been to her 
old school. Only she has. They don’t understand about “Annie.” She 
knows she did it properly. She knows she did a good job. But she 
sees that that is not going to matter. It’s not going to help. 

“That was very nice, Chelsea,” Mr. Walsh finally says. “You have 
a lovely voice.” He pauses and clears his throat. “We’re just working 
on traditional folk songs here, right now, but I’m sure you'll 
continue to practice your Broadway musicals at home.” 

Chelsea remembers standing there, feeling the blood rush to her 
face. She looks at her feet. For a couple of seconds, Mr. Walsh 
actually looks at his feet, too. She has no idea what this is about - 
she only knows that this is not working. Not for her. 
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Chelsea was admitted into the choir, but it isn’t the kind of 
music she is used to, and she started skipping class. Nobody seemed 
to notice; she just shows up in time for her math class, when the 
music class is supposed to be over. Her first report card didn’t 
report any absences at all, even though she’d missed almost all of 
Music. Her Dad asked her how she was doing, but she was getting 
all A’s and B’s. He was busy and seemed, as usual, pleased and 
satisfied with her. “Keep up the good work, honey,” he had said. 
“Wow, I’m tired.” 

“Thanks, Dad,” she answered. She could see that he wasn’t going 
to be any help. Not in this matter. 

At first, when Chelsea started skipping out of Music, she just 
went to the cafeteria and did her math homework, by herself. 

She noticed, after a week or so, though, that there are two other 
girls—the same two girls, who always seemed to be there in the 


cafeteria at the same time. They sat together, a few tables away. 

Rana has short, platinum blonde hair and dark, delicate features. 
She has a stud in her nose, large earrings, and always has her chin 
lifted up, as if to avoid some bad smell. She wears shiny, glittery 
sweaters and tight-fitting jeans. She is impeccable. Sandy, on the 
other hand, is just that - sandy. She has sandy-brown hair that 
hangs loose and often uncombed down her back, a sandy, freckled 
complexion, and usually wears a sandy-brown sweatshirt, or a 
green tee, with baggy pants. 

Chelsea, casting sidelong glances at them from her math book in 
the cafeteria, marvelled at how different they were, and how 
obvious it was, just from that, that they’d known each other for 
years. They’re always laughing about something. Chelsea wished 
she had a friend like that, like either of them, too. One day, Rana 
and Sandy started singing something, and then they burst into a 
particularly loud fit of giggling. 

Chelsea recognized the melody from her first week in Music. She 
realized that Rana and Sandy are skipping out of Music, just as she 
is. 

Chelsea thought about them later, at home in the bathroom. She 
looked at herself in the mirror. She looked just like herself: as usual, 
she had shoulder-length dirty blonde hair that she usually kept back 
with a headband, and eyes of no particular colour. She looked 
alright, though. There was nothing wrong with her, except that she 
didn’t have any friends. She began to get angry. Not at anybody in 
particular. It’s just that it’s not fair, she thought. 

She was becoming terribly lonely, and she couldn’t figure out 
what to do about it, without changing something. She didn’t want 
to change anything important. Nothing important is wrong, she was 
thinking to herself. I’m not stupid. I’m a B student. “B” means 
GOOD. I should be able to think of a solution to this problem. 

Her cat jumped up on her lap. She pushed him off. He jumped 
back up again. She let him stay, this time; it’s easier than arguing 
with him. Besides, he’s the only friend she’s got. 
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A few days later, after school, she raided her savings and went 
to a salon. “Short,” she said. “Black. Purple streaks.” 

She clenched her teeth and shut her eyes. When she opened 
them... there she is. Short, black-and-purple spiky hair. Eyes, well, 


still no particular colour. The hairdresser sold her some mousse and 
explained how to use it. 

Her dad was going to have a fit anyway, so she decided to get 
everything done at once. She went next door and had her eyebrow 
pierced. She was tired after that, and decided to postpone the 
tattoo. 

She strolled home slowly, poking and gingerly fingering the new 
ring in her eyebrow as she walked. At home, Dad wasn’t back from 
work yet. She dropped her backpack by the door and stumped up 
the stairs to the bathroom. 

In the mirror, there she was. Again. Her new, angry self. Still the 
same eyes, of no particular colour. For awhile, she watched herself, 
starting to cry, and then weeping, in the mirror. Her eyebrow didn’t 
hurt. She just looked so different. “But I’m still me!” Whatever that 
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“When Dad gets home”, she thought to herself, “I’m just going to 
pretend that nothing different has happened. I’m just going to 
pretend that nothing has changed. Because enough things have 
changed in my life, that this should be nothing in his.” 
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So when her Dad arrived, she acted like nothing had changed. 
Nothing, really, had—just her hair. And her eyebrow. She sauntered 
down the stairs and interrupted his T.V. dinner. It didn’t help that 
he started crying. 

“What is your problem?” she asked him. “Are my grades not 
OK?” 

Her grades are OK. He is busy, and tired, and hopes that she is 
right, that this really is just a matter of what all the kids are 
wearing. 

She wishes that he would worry a bit more, but she can see that 
he doesn’t have time. She has reassured him nicely, and he had to 
work the next day. There is no point complicating matters by 
complaining about Mr. Walsh. 

“Honey,” her Dad said, “I don’t like this at all. But ’'m going to 
trust you, because I know that I can. I know that this hasn’t been 
easy,” he added. “And it hasn’t been your fault.” 

“Thank you,” said Chelsea, coldly. She was trembling, but she 
wasn’t sure why. She cleared up the dishes, washed them, trudged 


up to bed. 
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Chelsea woke up early the next morning and bumbled sleepily 
over to the mirror. She saw herself, didn’t recognize herself, and 
screamed. There was a responsive thud upstairs (her dad, most 
likely) which resolved back into snoring. Chelsea observed her new 
self. 

“Tt doesn’t even look like me,” she marvelled. “Maybe this will 
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It does work, sort of. Rana and Sandy have been sitting in their 
usual spot in the cafeteria when Chelsea walked in later that day 
during Choir-avoidance. When Chelsea sat down, she could see 
them out of the corner of her eye, looking at her and talking to each 
other. 

Chelsea pretended to be rereading the third page of her math 
book, as the two girls sauntered over to her table and look down at 
her. 

(“Don’t mess this up!” she hissed, to herself.)“Hey, there, Goth 
Chick!” Sandy said. “You look like you’ve finally seen the light!” 

Rana laughed. “Don’t mind her,” she said. “She means you’ve 
finally seen the DARK!” 

Chelsea looked up, trying to appear unconcerned. She is a B 
student, and she knows how to sing “The Sun Will Come Out 
Tomorrow.” She doubts that they would have appreciated this. Still, 
she wants to be friends with them. She wants to have some friends. 

“Can I help you?” Chelsea said, sarcastically. It’s the first chance 
she’d had to be sarcastic since grade seven. 

Sandy and Rana both started laughing. Chelsea tried to contain 
her gratification. 

“She’s got what it takes,” Sandy said to Rana. “Listen,” she said 
to Chelsea, “I think we can all help each other.” Chelsea looked 
back down at her math book. Her heart was pounding, but she 
knew, she believes, that Rana and Sandy could’t tell. “Good,” she 
said. “That could work.” 

They all nodded meaningfully at each other. In retrospect, 
Chelsea thinks, it could be a John Travolta movie or something, 
with all that meaningful nodding. 
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“That’s good, Mark,” she says to Mark. Mark has been persuaded 


to hold a toothbrush in his hand and raise it towards his mouth. He 
has a twinkle in his eye, which indicates that it’s not going to be an 
easy go of it, to get him to actually brush his teeth. Fat chance. 
Chelsea doesn’t think there are any hidden cameras in this 
bathroom — who would pay for that?—but she wishes she could get 
Mark to at least get the toothbrush closer to his mouth. It would 
make her feel better, about her responsibilities. Autistic people, 
she’s decided, are like cats. Try getting a cat to brush its teeth. 

Shelly is asleep, and Chelsea’s job is to wake her up for school. 
Chelsea opens her door and watches her as she sleeps. She has 
short, dark hair and looks like a little Italian woman in her sleep. 
She’s only nine. 

Chelsea has to rouse her a bit — well, a lot—to get her up to go 
to the bathroom. When Shelly finally wakes up and sees Chelsea, 
they beam at each other. You can’t really resist Shelly. She’s just a 
nice little Italian person. 

Sometimes Shelly goes to the bathroom properly, and sometimes 
she doesn’t. Sometimes she already has, in which case you just deal 
with it. If she’s already gone, that’s tough. If she goes properly on 
Chelsea’s shift, then it’s kudos for Chelsea. You write down what 
happened, either way, every time. 

Shelly is friendly and sweet; that’s what Chelsea thinks. She 
always looks forward to her shifts with Shelly. Shelly was her first 
autistic kid, the first one assigned to her, probably because she is 
the easiest. 

Help each other! For awhile, it seemed like they could. Sandy is 
going to be Hippy Chick, Rana is going to be Supermodel, and 
Chelsea is going to be Goth-Goddess. Sort of like the Spice Girls. 
Every day in the lunch room, during Choir, they discussed their 
plans. 

“T can’t sing, and neither can she,” said Rana, pointing to Sandy. 
“But she, she...” They are planning to drink beer, over at Chelsea’s 
place. They will just have a couple of whatever there is in the 
fridge, and her dad is always so tired, he won’t notice. 

“Sandy can play drums,” Rana continued, “and I can dance. As 
you see.” She did a little dance. Chelsea laughed. Sandy banged on 
the table. “And you, Chelsh, you can SING. The sun will come out 
tomorrow!” 
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“Tomorrow,” Chelsea sang. She sang it properly, and they 
seemed to enjoy it. Its fun to have friends, finally. She feels 
something reverberating somewhere, some vibration. There’s 
something wrong with it, though. She knows there is, but she 
doesn’t know what it is, and she ignores it, for the moment. 
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Having friends turns out to be kind of nerve-wracking. There 
aren’t any boys, although there has been a lot of talk about boys, to 
start with. It turns out that Rana has done some bad things, or other 
—is not popular, in spite of her beauty—and that Sandy, having 
helped her, is kind of on the outs, too. Chelsea never finds out 
exactly what happened —- it wasn’t murder — but still, she ends up 
not feeling that things are perfect. On the other hand, who expects 
perfection? 

It has only been a month since she started hanging out with 
Rana and Sandy. Chelsea can’t figure out what they are talking 
about, at first. 

“What do you want from the drug store?” she asks, stupidly. “I 
mean, what do you need? I’m sure I could just buy it for you. My 
dad....” 

Rana and Sandy just laugh. 

“We don’t want your money honey,” Rana says. “Do we?” She 
looks over at Sandy. 

“That’s right,” says Sandy. “Cheer up! We just want you.” 
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Richard is doing his best to stay asleep. It’s Chelsea’s job to get 
him up for school. You have to remove him, by bodily force, if 
necessary, from the bed. This is not easy, because he is over six feet 
tall. Let’s face it; he doesn’t want to get up. Can you blame him? 

“Get up, Richard,” she says. “Ill just keep doing this,” she 
threatens, in the normal way that you do, in the morning. Richard 
moans and turns over. Chelsea grabs his feet and starts hauling on 


Chelsea takes a break. The sun will come out... any minute. She 
can still sing, Any time she wants. In fact, the kids like it when she 
sings. She’s thinking about Mrs. Whitmore. She wasn’t very nice to 
Mrs. Whitmore, and maybe she should have been nicer. She’s 
thinking about her Dad, too, who is probably still mad. He’s agreed 


to let her transfer to a different school, he has even said that she 
can have formal singing lessons eventually. But he says that that 
will have to wait until she finishes her probationary period. 

Well, she, Chelsea, is not still mad. In fact, she is enjoying the 
new school, and she isn’t really looking forward to the end of her 
community service work. She is going to ask if she can stay on as a 
permanent volunteer. 

Nobody understands what it’s like to deal with these autistic 
people — they’re beautiful, and she loves them. She loves them, and 
she wishes she could explain that to Mrs. Whitmore. And to her 
Dad, whom she loves. 

She doesn’t know what happened to Rana and Sandy. She’s 
written to them, but they haven’t written back. 


The Way I Clean the House 


My friend Darren, who always insists that I can’t do anything, is 
one of the few remaining reasons I manage to get anything done at 
all. It’s one thing to be told that one can or, Gawd forbid, that one 
should. Good grief. No one needs that kind of information. Least 
of all me. I know that I can and should do lots of things. I can’t 
even get myself to shut up about it, to myself. I really should... oh 
GAWD... I don’t even want to talk about it. Much less do it. Any of 
that shit. 

The only reason that I’m writing this is because Darren said that 
I couldn’t. We were talking on the telephone, and I was telling 
Darren about the way I clean the house. Darren said, and I quote, 
“It’s too bad that you can’t write about it.” I said, “What do you 
mean, I can’t write about it? Of course I can write about it.” Darren 
said, “No, you can’t.” Quite firmly. 

So here we are. It made me think. I certainly wasn’t going to 
write about the way I clean the house. 

If it weren’t for Darren’s pessimistic attitude about my 
prospects, I might very well be living on the street by now (as he 
predicted ages ago), and would have no house to clean. (Even as it 
is, I can’t figure out how I am going to get the rent paid this month, 
and I sort of hope he will tell me that I can’t do it.) 

The more I think about it, the more I believe that if it weren’t 
for Darren, my admittedly ridiculous 1977 Ford Econoline van—the 
Magic Bus—wouldn’t run, and I would have had to junk it months 
ago. I’d (in Darren’s words) “have to get used to the idea of relying 
on the public transit system.” And my boyfriend would be a junkie 
with no desire to obtain employment anytime soon. 

Okay, it’s true that my boyfriend did tell Darren that he was a 
crack addict with no interest in getting a job. But he was just saying 
that. Hey, I had to drive my boyfriend to his three-day-old job this 
morning, in the van, because we stayed up too late last night 
drinking beer and he couldn’t figure out the alarm clock, 
apparently. But hey hey hey- the boyfriend, with some help from 
some other friends, fixed the van, and my boyfriend went and got a 
job, and he’s making good money. Even as I type. 

I guess. I hope. I wish Darren were here to tell me that Charlie 
probably actually did get fired the moment after I dropped him off, 


late, and that Charlie is probably down at the Cecil Hotel drinking 
beer and trying to get a line on some “blow”. I told Charlie to call 
me if he did get fired (I would go back and pick him up), and the 
fact that he hasn’t called gives me some hope - but I would feel 
better if Darren had said something about the dark and foreboding 
and (to Darren, always) obvious possibilities. I know what Darren 
would say, if I asked him, and that’s some comfort. 

I think Darren’s pessimism rubs off on other people, too, and not 
just me. Charlie, for example, knew that he had told Darren he 
was addicted to crack and liked being unemployed, and that Darren 
was pretty sure that the Magic Bus was a lost cause. I get so mad at 
Darren for saying I can’t do stuff, that I tell other people that he 
said I can’t do stuff, and then they help me do stuff. I’ve known 
Darren for about ten years. It’s a good thing I know Darren. 

I mean, don’t get me wrong. Darren’s done a lot of things for 
me, over the years, most of which aren’t quite so unconventionally 
helpful as telling me I can’t do stuff. This pessimistic attitude thing 
used to bug me until just recently, and I wouldn’t have pegged it as 
helpful at all, until I started thinking about it. 

When Darren phoned the first time, late this morning, I was 
back in bed with a headache and a hangover. I won’t go into the 
details of why. It wasn’t all my fault, honestly. ’d been out doing 
stuff, trying to hold my own, with a bad cold and whatever else. 
Whatever else. Sometimes Darren is right. After all that effort, 
going to work, sick with a cold and everything, I got laid off 
anyway, right before Christmas. Charlie’s brother, Don, who was 
supposed to be our housemate and help with January’s rent, went 
to the convenience store a few days ago after he got his cheque, and 
hasn’t come back. Sometimes things just don’t work out the way 
you want them to. 

Nevertheless; however; be that as it may— I was glad to be back 
in bed, after dropping Charlie off at work, with my headache and 
my cold and my hangover. But the phone kept ringing. Darren was 
one of the rings, and I moaned and told him to come over. “No. 
I’m not coming over there,” Darren said, firmly. “You can come 
over here, though.” (Darren lives a couple of blocks away. He 
tends to be quite, annoyingly, firm.) Darren was over last night, 
after work, with a bunch of beer. I probably wouldn’t even 
remember that — I mean, I was pretty sick and tired, and had just 
gotten laid off after all that effort and more, and so of course I got 


drunk—except there were some of Darren’s brand of empties on the 
counter this afternoon, when I was cleaning up. I’m getting to that. 
The cleaning up. 

I went back to sleep after the call from Darren, and the phone 
rang again, and then again. I kept answering it because I thought it 
might be Charlie, calling to say he’d been fired. Or something. In 
any event, none of the calls were calls I would have answered if ’'d 
known who they were from — and I couldn’t get back to sleep. I got 
up. 
Ychh. The floor was covered with our clothes, Charlie’s and 
mine. There was some clean laundry that Charlie had done, folded 
and piled up on the floor in the hall, right beside a pile of dirty 
laundry. I had left my clothes in a heap in the bathroom the night 
before. The ashtray beside the bed was full. Ychh. Yes, of course 
we smoke. 

I trundled downstairs and all the animals wanted to be fed. The 
dog wanted out. There were beer cans all over the kitchen 
counter. Some of them were Darren’s brand, so I suddenly, vaguely 
remembered the previous night. The coffee table had a bunch of 
stuff on it, including one of Charlie’s’s outstanding bills, for health- 
care or something, and a phonebook. More dirty ashtrays. There 
was dog-hair all over the carpet. 

Cassette tapes and their cases were strewn, estranged, all over 
the floor. There was junk mail piled up in the usual spot where we 
usually pile the junk mail, before we irresponsibly chuck it in the 
garbage or burn it in the fireplace. We can’t recycle it; we can’t 
keep up with the junk mail; there’s too much; there’s too much 
other junk, for us to be ecologically sound. 

There was more; my long-term beloved, albeit -ex, I guess, had 
just died, and there was metaphorical dirty laundry everywhere - 
little souvenirs of our life together that I’ve kept, photo albums, his 
sister’s diaries that were supposed to be burnt, sitting in disarray in 
my bookshelf. I haven’t been able to get the address of the other 
sister, to mail her the diaries for immolation. It went on, it goes on, 
believe me. 

But anyway. The fish tank was dirty. Oh Gawwwd. Those poor 
fish. The coffee table had candle wax spilled all over it. 

I felt sorry for myself. 

I rolled a cigarette with the cigarette-rolling machine and sat 
down on the couch beside the coffee table. I took a drag from the 


cigarette and put it in the ashtray and went in the kitchen to boil 
some water for coffee, but all the pots were in the sink, covered 
with dampened food residue. I went back and sat down at the 
coffee table again, and finished my cigarette. I held the cigarette in 
my left hand and scraped away at the candle wax with my right. I 
finished the cigarette and got most of the wax, and went back to the 
kitchen to grab a rag to wipe the ashes and wax off the coffee 
table. A start is a start. 

In the kitchen, I picked up the rag, but spotted some scum stuck 
to the wall just above the sink, and started in on that. When I was 
halfway finished cleaning off the scum that was also stuck to the 
top of the stove, I realized that this called for beer, so I grabbed 
one. It was past noon already, dammit. Then I realized I had to 
pee. So I lit another cigarette, hoisted my beer, and traipsed 
upstairs. 

There were my clothes, in a heap, in the bathroom, from the 
night before. After I finished peeing, I put them on and exited the 
bathroom again, after hanging up a towel and picking some hair off 
the bar of soap in the sink. To my left was the bedroom, where the 
bed remained unmade. 

Beside the bed were two empty beer tins and the dirty ashtray. I 
grabbed the empties and the ashtray, and headed back downstairs 
again. 

When I got there, the cats still wanted food, and so did the fish, 
and the dog wanted back in again. I must have let her out. I put 
the empties and the ashtray on the kitchen counter and opened the 
door for the dog and fed everybody and stood at the counter and 
rolled another cigarette with the cigarette-rolling machine. 

When my cigarette and I got within viewing distance of the 
coffee table I noticed that I still hadn’t wiped it, and went back into 
the kitchen to get the rag, so as to have a cigarette in peace, 
without having to look at all those ashes and all that scraped-up 
wax. This time I did get the rag, and I wiped the coffee table. But 
not before taking the dirty ashtrays that had been sitting on the 
coffee table, and emptying them, as well as the one from upstairs, 
into the full garbage bag under the sink, which had to be replaced. 

I eventually even made myself a coffee, with a clean pot. But I 
couldn’t drink it in peace until I vacuumed, because the dog hair on 
the carpet clashed with the neatly wiped coffee table. Etc., etc. 

By the time Darren phoned again, the place was bearable, and 


the bed was even made, because I’d had to go upstairs to take the 
dirty rags up to the laundry. I told Darren about my hangover and 
my headache and my cold, all of which I still had, and I told him a 
bit about my cleaning efforts, too. And then he said, “It’s too bad 
you can’t write about it.” 

“What do you mean, I can’t write about it?” I said. “Of course I 
can write about it!” 

“No you can’t,” Darren said, firmly. 

Perhaps what he meant is that it would be too tedious to write 
about. Or too difficult for me to write about, without being 
tedious. He might have been right about that. Sigh. What I took 
him to mean at the time, though, was that I just couldn’t, couldn’t 
even try to write about it. 

I’m not sure what to make of any of this: much ado about 
nothing sometimes seems to be my only option, if I’m going to 
make anything of anything at all. It’s all such drudgery. While I 
was cleaning the house, I didn’t tell myself that I could or should do 
any of it. I certainly didn’t wanna do any of it, and all I remember 
saying to myself, between self-pitying moans, was, “I can’t do this! 
Why should I have to clean this shit? I don’t need this. Screw this. 
I’m not doing this.” But I did it. At least, I got things tidied up to 
the point were I could sit and have a coffee without wincing too 
much at the mess. Of course, by that time I had had three beers, 
but I had a coffee at the coffee table anyway, in honour of my own 
workmanship. Workman-like attitude. It has something to do with 
there being honour in not giving up. In taking up a challenge. 

I’m not sure what to make of any of this, but that’s what 
happened. Or at least, so it seems to me. Darren (last time I asked 
him) didn’t even remember saying that I couldn’t write about the 
way I clean the house. So maybe none of this ever really took 
place. 

If it didn’t, then at least we know I have a good, if exceedingly 
prosaic, imagination. One way or another, things seem to get 
done. Usually, if not always, it’s good to get things done. This may 
be a stupid thing to have written, but suppose — just suppose—it’s 
something that I had to get, say, over with, before getting on with 
the rest of my life! If so, it’s a damn good thing Darren said (or 
didn’t say) that it couldn’t be done. (I think.) 

I love my friend Darren. He makes me think. 


Good Grief 


And you know what else? I guess we’ll never get to say goodbye 
properly. And I guess hardly anybody ever does. Heart attack, 
stroke, beheaded; you know the drill. So goodbye, in advance. 
Which doesn’t mean I want to say it. Only that I know. 


Sitting bolt upright in bed. I’m about to turn 30! I might die! 
Sitting bolt upright in bed. My friend, my beloved, is dead. 
Sitting bolt upright in bed. I’m about to spend Christmas in (say) 
Cambodia (or not) with you. Good grief! 

Anything could happen. 

Anything could happen. 

Something will. 


Oh, dear. 


Blood From a Stone (Close Enough to the Truth for 
Discomfort) 
Julie: Help! 
Other guy: Sure. 
Julie: Can I have some of that money you owe me? I really need it. 


Other guy: NO. I don’t have any money. I told you, I’ll pay you 
back when I have some spare money. Is there anything else I 
can do? 


Julie: ....Boo hoo, this, that and the other thing! 

Other guy: Oh Julie. Hang in there, I’m sure you'll be alright. 
Julie: Really? 

Other guy: Of course. You always are. 


Julie: I’m surprised you even answered the phone, considering how 
much money you owe me. 


Other guy: Well, I know I can trust you to be reasonable. 
Julie: Ha ha ha! 

Other guy: Ha ha ha! 

Julie: Oh, fuck. 

Other guy: Ha ha ha, I love you, Julie. 


Julie: So I can’t even have ANY of my money back? I really need 
it. 


Other guy: I told you: I don’t have it. What do you want, blood 
from a stone? 


Julie: If 1 invest more money in the stone, can I have my initial 
investment back? 


Other guy: You have MONEY??? I thought you didn’t have any. 


Julie: I’m surprised you answered the phone, considering how 
much money you owe me. 


Other guy: You have MONEY?? 
Julie: Well, no; but if I thought I could get my money back, I could 


probably BORROW some money, so that I could get my 
money back from YOU.... 


Other guy: Well, here’s what you should do.... 


Love, Victorian Style, 2008 


My dearest Darcy (she wrote), 

In these days previous I have detected a certain chill in the air 
between us, to wit: you never say anything nice. In fact, you never 
say anything at all. Are you, my dearest Darcy, done with me, 
then? 


There followed an exhalation and moaning which like to burst 
the birds from their plastic perches in pet stores all across North 
America, upset the imported fish in the East Nile (who were not 
even supposed to BE there in the first place) and caused a bunch of 
crying by strange little beige-skinned children at the day-care 
centres which had just been set up by folks under the auspices of 
The Queen of England, in England. No one thought too much about 
any of it. Blasts of machine-gun fire, east of all this, and bombs to 
the south, were greeted with weary sighs, fire being returned and 
adrenaline burned in such ways that there really wasn’t time to 
worry about it, anyway. Everything being overdetermined, 
underdetermined and most likely pre-determined (who knew?) it 
just seemed like another day at the office, for everyone. 


As the whales dived with pragmatic grace, and the elephants 
waggled their ears and stomped and thudded, singing their deepest 
songs, the rest of the world panicked in its usual way, unsure why, 
but ... who cares why, when this? The seal hunt started, and the 
seals, at first simply confused, began to flop, hopelessly, or maybe 
not, for their lives. Some of them always get away. This is the 
whole point. 


And so, Darcy, if you are done with me (she wrote), the results 
will be felt, but unrecognized. 


Your 
Jane 


How Nice It Is 


Trudy was actually a fairly cheery soul, who tended to wake up 
each morning saying, “YAY, a new DAY....!” As the years had gone 
by, however, the duration of time between Trudy saying “YAY” and 
Trudy saying, “Oh, shit...” seemed to have become shorter. It was a 
lot like the difference between waiting for your birthday, or 
Christmas, when you are six, and waiting for your birthday, or 
Christmas, when you are in your late forties. It’s not the same; it 
goes faster, and not ina GOOD way. 

Or so someone might say. Someone who was not cheery. 
Actually, many people who were not cheery might say that kind of 
thing. In unison. (Sigh) 

So now, anyway, when Trudy wakes up, she still says “YAY!” A 
poodle comes over and kisses her, as soon as she, Trudy, shows 
signs of being awake. Being kissed by a poodle isn’t all that great, 
but it’s not what you would call a negative experience. Trudy didn’t 
exactly think about it in these terms when she impulse-bought the 
poodle, but now that she thinks of it, this business about optimism 
in the morning is probably why she bought him. Sort of. He’s 
innocent. Just the way Trudy is, when she first wakes up. 

UNTIL.... after the poodle-kissing is done, and sometimes even 
during it (a poodle who doesn’t know what he is doing can only do 
so much, after all)... the fateful moment when Trudy springs back 
into full human sentience. Things start to click and whirr, and a 
radio starts blaring somewhere. Guilt-and-obligation pellets start to 
rain down, first gently and then like hail. Rattle, rattle, rattle, the 
insistent rattle of the life of someone who is no longer six and is not 
a poodle. Rabbit droppings on Trudy’s parade. Ninja-like, self- 
justification and future plans spring into action. A new day begins. 

Plan A. Plan B. Plan C. 

There’s still that one little moment, though (well, two, because 
she has the poodle), at the beginning of the day, where Trudy first 
sees and remembers everything. And how nice it is. 


Selling the Idea 


B: I thought at first that it might be a joke, but it was just a matter 
of our stupid dialogue from before. 


A: You don’t just walk into these things blind. You don’t just walk 
into these things. You don’t just walk (sigh). 


A: What have you got so far?...— have you written it up at all? NO. 
B: Well it’s kind of in my head. 


A: Well then go and do it, fix it. (Moans, adjusts fancy silk 
bathrobe, goes back to bed.) 


B: (Later): I have written it up. 

A: Is it legible? 

B (humbly): Well, a bit. 

A: Add punctuation, you little fuel. 

B (Later): I have got something here and I think it might be good. 
A: Wot? 

B: I think... 

A: Whaaat? 

B: Iam reluctant to divulge my information. 

A: Forget about it. 

B: See, that’s just it. 

A: What is “just it”? 

B: You. 

A: Who??? 

B: You. 

B: Why do I always have to be “B”? 
A: You started it. 

A 


: So are you ready? 


es) 
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: Decidedly not. 


: No, seriously. This is important. 


What? 
Oh, all right. So there’s this hologram specialist. 
Oh great, the world needs another one of THOSE. 


: Seriously, he’s just a scientist and he gets a bit wrapped up in his 


work. 
Uh huh. 


: So he starts kind of worrying about whether anyone in his life is 


actually real! 


: Did you call me, or did I call you? Because... 


: At first the person he deals with on his favorite website starts 


seeming a bit weird, but then after awhile even his cat seems 
weird. What do you think?? 


: Iam, um, I am um, I am overwhelmed. 
: He gets really paranoid. 
: Are we done, here? 


: He can’t trust anyone because they might be holograms. 


One moment, I’m on the phone. 


( eecccee ) 


So that means you like it? 


: Seriously, it’s scary, because you know, almost ANYONE could 


be a hologram. 


: Get out! Get out! AGGGHHHHH GET OUT! 
: See, you’re catching on. Mwuh ha ha. 
: This is ridiculous. Stoppit. 


: Can’t do. Am hologram. No control over charming personality, 


sense of humour, or knowledge of gardening. Am run by people 
elsewhere. 


B: Any chance of “Whatever”? 


A: Yeah sure. Whatever. 


Illiterate Little Brats 


Once upon a time there was a TV set, and typewriters with 
white-out, and then suddenly there was the Internet. And then 
there was e-mail, and then there were things called websites. It 
went relatively fast. 

At first the illiterate little brats thought that they would be able 
to get away without learning anything, but then it turned out that 
in order to communicate, they would have to learn to type in order 
to use things like cell phones, which had been invented by older 
people who knew how to type. Annoyed, but fooled by no one, the 
younger people learned to type—but only to type things like LOL 
and &,. 

This was a far cry from Shakespeare, but a closer cry to literacy 
than the adults with the white-out had been expecting. 

In fact, soon the little buggers had figured out how to write 
CODE. How could they do that, when they could not spell simple 
words like “expelled”? 

The older folks gave up and died. (Not because they had given 
up, per se, but only because they were old.) 

The middle-aged people who had carried on the whole thing 
continued to mess around with what had been started. Panoramic 
VISTAS were invented with lots of cool new options. Lots of money 
was waved around. The money-waving went on and on and on, but 
as the days and months and years went by, so much money was 
being waved at so many people that most people stopped paying 
attention and just stuck to his or her own favorite recipe or 
facebook site. 

Google (or something like that) set out to rule the world. No 
one cared who ruled the world. No one had been reading Marx, 
since no one had any education due to playing the latest games on 
video and the Internet. Everyone was ruling the world 
VIRTUALLY. Who cared about the actual world anymore? There 
was nothing to be done about it. 

Since no one but Google (or whoever) ruled the world (by this 
time Microsoft [or whoever] was in a slight-but-who-cares decline), 
Google (or whoever) ended up ruling the world. Being reasonable, 
Google (or whoever) decided to hire people who were, um, cheaper 
to hire. Google (or whoever) was not the first to do that. 


Slowly, the world, which had at one time been somewhat 
overbalanced in favor of the pasty-white west, started to tilt back 
over. Marx came true. Everyone had the same amount of money as 
everyone else. Eventually, everyone intermarried, and all the 
children under the extremely hot sun were beige. 

In their caverns, the nerds, descended from the adults with the 
white-out, huddled, pasty-white as ever, trying to figure out where 
they could get cheaper labour. There wasn’t any left on the planet, 
as the entire planet had been kind of overtaken, like a Risk game. A 
pirated one called “Attack”. Who knew?—that was ancient history. 
People still played “Attack” on Facebook, but no one really knew 
what the point was. It was like the way it had been, trying to play 
“Pong” in the late 80s. It was cute. 

Where to get the labour? The nerds, in their caverns, were 
realizing that they needed to come up with new labour fast. The 
operating systems and computers would last forever unless new 
software could be invented that was incompatible with them. 
Another problem was that no one could any longer afford new 
software or hardware. Everyone who could possibly be milked on 
the planet had been and was being milked. 

In fact, everyone was beige. They’d all eventually met each 
other during Spring Break, Fact-Finding Missions, Missionary 
Travels, Exchange Programs... they’d met so many of each other 
and fallen in love so much that everyone was now beige. 

Everyone on the planet was making $3.00/hour. There was a 
lot of corruption, but it wasn’t official. As usual, there was a 
government, but it was run by the corporations, and there were 
only a couple of those, whose directorships were entirely joint. 
There really wasn’t much to be done. 

The nerds, pasty-faced, ate pastries and scratched their balding 
heads. They thanked their lucky stars that their great-grandparents 
had taught them how to type. 

LOL 


The Middle Road 


Bad Angel on Left Shoulder: 


Oh stoppit; just stoppit. 

Give up. Face it. 

Those who were beloved are gone from you, 
Without ceasing; and you are alone. 

Weep. Just give up and weep. 


Good Angel on Right Shoulder: 


But I have brought you 

A cup of sugar 

To lend to your neighbour. 

Weep not for what you cannot do; 
Do what good you can, 

And rejoice! 


Neighbour: 


And could I borrow an egg as well? 
If it wouldn’t be too much trouble? 


Confusion (Love the One Youw’re With) 


I’m not thinking about anything except I am thinking about 
confusion, possibly. This must happen to other people as well. It’s 
not a complete panic-stricken confusion, where lights are flashing 
and explosions are right over there, and someone is crying for help 
while you’re standing there... holding a puppy, who’s still alive, but 
clearly has a broken leg, and is yelping. What are you gonna do? 
Put the puppy down. Put the puppy down? 

Lay it down at your feet and walk away as it limps, howling, after 
you? RIGHT. 

Let’s face it. You are not going to put the puppy down, in spite 
of all the things going on around you, in spite of the humans who 
are shrieking and waving their arms and bleeding and crying. This 
little puppy body grinds itself into you, in its own unreserved 
instinct for self-preservation. It whimpers. Of course you don’t put 
it down. You’d do the same for a kitten, a calf... a baby, a woman 
or even a man. 

But the puppy got there first. Que sera sera. 

In the course of all this confusion, what have you done? You’ve 
made a reasonable decision (“Love the one you’re with”). You’re 
still standing there with this stranger, this unknown, injured puppy 
in your arms, realizing that you are making reasonable choices in 
what looks like a war movie. 

Except it’s not a movie. It’s real. It could be a war, or it could be 
something else. This doesn’t come up right now. You’re a civilian 
with a puppy. Neither of you has a clue. 

It’s really just a lot of people screaming and crying, and 
buildings that don’t look the way they looked before. Buildings that 
aren’t there. Things are in places they don’t belong. Just before 
now, the buildings and the cars were there, on the right sides of the 
road; and the puppy was just something vaguely cute and fluffy that 
made it into the corner of your eye as it trotted optimistically across 
the street before you, on a leash at the heels of someone... who was 
someone... who suddenly is... no more. But before that, you were 
just crossing the street in the other direction. Then suddenly. 

It crosses your mind like idiocy to try looking through the 
pockets of the puppy’s erstwhile owner, which pockets are lying in 
view before you, about three yards away. The person has had his 


head bashed in by something, and doesn’t actually have one 
anymore. Not a head to stand on. You don’t want to go over 
there. You decide that, too. Que sera sera. This owner won’t be 
coming to look for this dog, any time soon. You can post an ad in 
the newspaper later, just for show. If there is to be a show. If there 
is to be a newspaper. 

Since you are thinking so clearly, you decide that you can’t 
actually be confused in anything like a literal sense. None of this 
has taken any time so far, and you recognize this. The fact that you 
can’t hear anything except the sound of your own thoughts is 
interesting, considering that before your eyes, this visual cacophony 
of waving and running and weeping is taking place. Also 
interesting, because you can hear the puppy whining, and the sound 
of your own breathing. And some of the screaming. Alarms going 
off. More screaming, swearing. People demanding help, as if the 
world owed them a living. 

And in your arms the puppy squirms, then squeals in agony as 
he moves his leg. And the world gets smaller again. Bigger and 
smaller. You had better find out what is going on, and you had 
better find a phone, if there is one, and there are a few people you 
absolutely must call right now. 

And you had better look after this puppy. 

As gently as possible, you flip him on his back and support his leg. 
And you are going to stalk off, through all of this, and do what you 
have decided to do, and deal with your confusion later. 


Half-baked Ruminations on Philosophy 


I’ve always had a few favorite topics in philosophy. As if to do 
crossword puzzles. One of my faves is Free Will and Determinism, 
what a dumb and frustrating kettle of fish that is. Another is God, 
how to reconcile God with, well, anything, really. Spinoza pretty 
much has it cooked, I think, and if I cared more I would revisit his 
proofs, from basic Christian axioms, that God is everything; but I 
already believe(d) that and (ergo) don’t care. The fun part about 
God is trying to do the impossible puzzles like how to reconcile evil 
with goodness and shit like that. It is absolutely amazing how 
imaginative people have been over the years, on this desperate and 
stupid topic. 

As one gets older, it’s tempting to forget that not everyone has 
gotten older, too. I find it hard to believe that there are still some 
good little soldiers out there, actually trying to reconcile the 
existence of a totally Good and Omniscient and All-powerful God 
with the Existence of Evil, conventionally defined. Nevertheless, I 
see on TV and so forth that there are still Christians, and Christian 
colleges, and so forth, probably with a few people like I used to be, 
in them. 

I remember wanting very badly for The (very) Existence of God 
to be resolved, in God’s favor, so that I would have an excuse to 
convert to Christianity, get married and have sex with David 
Colterjohn. I read C.S. Lewis’ “Miracles” and followed the whole 
argument up to the part where it didn’t work, and then, well, I 
pretended it did. My fundamental dark sadness, that I knew I was 
lying, to myself and to the God whose existence had not been 
proven, has never gone away. To this day, I resent God, who 
doesn’t (exactly) exist, and C.S. Lewis, who wasn’t stupid and must 
have known the argument didn’t work, and is now long dead; and 
myself, for not just admitting to myself that I could see that the 
argument didn’t work. But at the time, I just got married and lied 
to myself about why I Was A Christian. The marriage per se did not 
last long but I am still mad about my own self-duplicity. I 
remember hitting the part of the argument where it didn’t work. I 
even remember where it was in the room that I was sitting. 

Self-deception is another interesting philosophical conundrum, 
lots of fun, although I never got very far into it because I was busy 


worrying about determinism and free will, and of course, other, 
more practical things. I had a boyfriend who was writing a 
dissertation on it, though, and he was excellent at self-deception. 
He wasn’t even sorry about it, would admit it freely, and laugh. 
Philosophers can be dangerous. 

I guess it’s the same old occupational hazard as being a plumber 
with leaking faucets in one’s own house, or being a social worker 
who beats his wife, a physician who cannot heal himself, who 
smokes like a chimney and will not go to see a social worker about 
his plumbing or his smoking, or his bad attitude about his wife. 
The cleaning lady with the dirty house. 

Another good one (at first) was Consciousness. Whaffuck with 
DAT? I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the topic of 
Consciousness, but the whole thing turned out to be outlandishly 
boring compared to how interesting it is to just be plain old 
Conscious. Who knew it would turn out to be just like God... just, 
um, there? Who knew that the Topic of Consciousness would be so 
much more boring than statistics or something? Good grief. 
Functionalism. Yikes. It didn’t even have consciousness IN it. I 
don’t even know what they’ve been doing about this lately. I’m so 
afraid that it’s boring that I’m afraid to check. 

My problems with philosophy are turning into psychological 
problems, which is a sad commentary, perhaps. Psychology was 
always relatively easy, compared to philosophy. Sigh. Everyone 
gets older, I guess. 


Bad Short Story Submission 


After about the fourth time around the block, I, shivering, gave 
up on the dog. It wasn’t really even four times, because I didn’t go 
up 12th: there was too much traffic, and I had a hangover. What 
with my hangover, I was positively afraid to go up 12th. The cars 
were too scary. If the dog’s body was lying there, squished, on the 
side of 12th, it could just lie there some more. 

Still, I looked up 12th, as for as I could see, and didn’t see 
Dutch’s body. “Puppy-puppy-puppeee”, I shrilled, unfortunately. 
Unable to whistle properly, I had invented a high-pitched Miss 
Hathaway call, and now it was the Dog Call. No doubt everyone in 
the neighbourhood thought I was crazy, but it was too late. Too 
late to learn how to whistle properly, certainly. Too late for a lot of 
things. I thought to myself, walking back up 13th. 

When I got home, Dutch was still missing, but there was an 
escaped convict in the house, who hadn’t been there when I left. 

When I'd left, it had been about 9 AM, and I had just woken up 
to continue the fight of the night before with John. Or the 
argument, I suppose it was. Discussion, my mother would have 
said. “Your father and I weren’t fighting; we were having a 
discussion,” she would have said. 

Anyhow, we’d had a fight, and John passed out in the course of 
it, while I was in the bathroom; and I stayed up for a couple more 
hours, continuing to drink beer. I don’t remember what I did. 
Maybe I tried to write a song, or a self-indulgent poem or 
something. Eventually I went to bed, and dreamt my usual set of 
dreams: all my teeth are crumbling in my mouth, but it’s a social 
situation and I can’t let anyone know. I hide in the public 
washroom trying to wedge them back into my gums, with limited 
success. (In real life, it would be amazing if I had any success at 
all.) Alternatively, I’m in college again, but I’ve forgotten until now 
that I’d signed up for highschool level math, which I need in order 
to graduate from college. The whole semester has gone by and I 
haven’t attended a single class, and suddenly I discover that it’s two 
classes before the exam. Is there any point going to the classes? I 
don’t even know what room they’re in. 

My dreams are pretty subtle. For example, there are still a 
couple of classes left before the exam; and I can actually squeeze 


some of those teeth back into my gums. There’s always hope, in my 
dreams. But everything is basically shitty, just like in real life. It’s 
always a matter of whether I bother to keep trying. 

Anyway, I woke up in my usual cold sweat, felt around with my 
tongue for my teeth, breathed my usual sigh of relief, and set out 
from the stuffy bedroom to find John and give him shit for passing 
out while I was giving him shit the night before. He was sitting in 
the living room staring at the news channel; it always irritates me 
when he does that. We said hello and I walked around pointedly 
for awhile without saying anything, brushing my teeth and boiling 
water for coffee, so that he would know that I was still mad. Of 
course, he doesn’t respond properly to that sort of thing: what he 
should do is come into whatever room I happen to be and ask me 
what’s wrong, or apologize, or hug me or something. But he just 
sits there in the living room, watching the news channel, waiting 
for me to stop being mad. This makes me livid. 

Eventually, after ’d done a lot of stomping and had settled 
down to a good pout with my coffee and my newspaper, he 
meandered into the kitchen and dropped his first bomb of the day. 

“Have you seen Dutch?” he says. 

So it turns out that he let Dutch out at 4 AM this morning, and 
he hasn’t come back. John, John says, has been out to look for 
Dutch with no success. He’ll probably be back, John says. Anyway, 
Shandy is still here, and she doesn’t seem all that upset. Having 
said that, John goes to the bathroom and then goes back into the 
living room to watch the news channel. 

It’s because of this that I ended up missing the advent of the 
escaped convict. Dutch is the son of Shandy, a rumpled 6-year-old 
spaniel-terrier cross we found in the newspaper one day, almost two 
years ago. I wanted a cat, but there were no cats in the paper that 
day, so we ended up with Shandy. Shandy wasn’t spayed, so we 
ended up with Dutch. Dutch’s father, by pure serendipity, was a 
pure-bred Cocker Spaniel, so Dutch is beautiful. Because he’s spent 
his entire life with us, he’s well adjusted, too, and I love him. We’re 
pretty nice to our pets; we’re only irrational, unkind, inconsistent 
and unfair with each other. 

But Dutch was 18 months old at the time, and was beginning to 
notice the girls. It was spring, and the girls were there to be 
noticed. We’d already spoken to the Pound about Dutch. The 
Pound would have had him already, except Dutch wouldn’t let that 


small woman in the blue suit catch him. If she did catch him, we 
had no money to bail him out (money being, essentially, the basis 
of our fight the previous night). Besides, 13th and Clark was a busy 
intersection, though the surrounding neighbourhood was pretty 
peaceful. I couldn’t bear to think of Dutch’s dancing, naive eyes, 
clouded over by death from delivery truck, or, worse, confronted by 
someone irrational, unkind, inconsistent and unfair. Even Shandy 
seemed concerned. Usually, fat, spayed and contented at last, she’d 
be sprawling under the kitchen table, paws aloft. This morning, 
though, she was watching me with those ridiculous liquid spaniel 
eyes. So I had to go out. Just to show John how he’d fucked up, 
and for everyone else’s sakes. And it was was raining, too. 

Smug and despairing, having failed to find Dutch, I arrived 
home to find the door ajar, John sitting on the couch, and some 
strange guy in an anorak pointing a gun at Shandy. Shandy was 
barking frantically: but she always barks frantically when someone 
new comes over, and John looked pretty noncommittal. I couldn’t 
tell what was going on, at first. 

And then they lived happily ever after. 


More about Polar Bears 


There is an interesting set of circumstances here in Canada, 
because Canada is where a lot of the raw materials—raw fir (trees), 
raw furs, raw fish, raw meat, marijuana, water, etc., have all 
traditionally come from. Raw oil. Raw wheat and canola. Raw 
lobster. Raw cow products. This is Raw Material Land, and always 
has been. Or used to be. 

Now, most stuff is made in China. Sometimes (mostly?) they 
buy the raw materials from here and ship it to China to have it 
manufactured or processed or sewn or whatever, and then ship it 
back over here to the West. This takes a lot of energy (um, raw oil, 
um; never mind the human labour) to run the planes and stuff; 
good thing we have lots of oil. Or have had, until pretty soon. 

Right now, one of the issues that passes across my very civilized 
kitchen table along with the toaster-waffles (imported from China 
thanks to Wal-mart, or whomever) and my banana on my cereal 
and coffee (imported from I dunno even where but as far as I know 
there are no coffee or banana plantations here in Canada) is in my 
McLean’s magazine (a Canadian news magazine with a reputation 
for being right wing, although I don’t see why). It was about polar 
bears, this article, and it said that some of the Inuit, some perfectly 
respectable well-educated Inuit people, for that matter, are annoyed 
because they are seeing lots of polar bears all over the place. They 
are a bit peeved at the Americans down south for announcing that 
there aren’t any polar bears left and that the polar bears are 
endangered, when they manifestly aren’t. At least, not around 
there. 

These guys, the Inuit, have been hunting polar bears forever and 
they think there are lots of polar bears. In fact it’s a good year! I 
doubt they are lying; I bet there really are lots of polar bears around 
where they are. It doesn’t mean the scientists from the universities 
down south are wrong. The polar bears may just be hanging 
around closer to the people because the polar ice caps are melting. 
I’m not saying that’s not the case. But you have to imagine how 
annoying it would be, to be told that there aren’t any polar bears 
left, when one of them just ate your favorite dog and another of 
them is sleeping in your bed. Fairy tales can come true, God forbid 
it should happen to you. Sorry, it’s an endangered species. 


Same thing is going on with the fishermen and the seal hunters 
and the woodsmen here. In fact we have lots of seals here, it’s not 
that the seals are endangered, in this particular case: it’s just that 
they are CUTE. I think they are cute, too. I do not want to wear 
sealskin anything. I don’t want anyone ever to club a little baby seal 
to death, or kill any seals at all. Let the Orcas kill the seals. That’s 
my position. However, here in the Maritimes there is a recipe for 
(get this) Seal Flipper Pie. I have not tried it, but it is what the seal 
hunters’ families (usually they had come over from Ireland or 
Scotland or other places in Europe) used to eat. 

There are apparently no codfish left to eat, really. There’s 
enough that we can have it, but it’s expensive and filled with 
mercury. What this means for the cod fishermen who have made 
their ways on the sea for generations, fed their families.... well, it’s 
puzzling. For awhile, they just got laid off and their teen-aged kids 
would support the family by working in call centres (you can’t 
expect an old codger fisherman to learn how to work in a call 
centre). However the call centre jobs are now going overseas to 
Malaysia and India where the labour is cheaper, and so even that is 
starting to dry up. 

Everyone loves polar bears, everyone loves the forest and the 
deep blue sea. 

It looks like these things are running out, and it’s going to be dicey 
because there isn’t going to be enough oil to heat our houses. 

Cute little baby human girls with curly blonde hair are going to cry 
because they are (at best) chilly and they are sick of the boring food 
they are getting to eat. 

I am worried about polar bears just like everyone else, but check 
it out. When the cards start to tilt, when the dominoes start to fall, 
it can go pretty fast. 

What’s sad is that nobody thought it would happen to THEM. Just 
to polar bears. That would be sad, awwww. Save the rhinoceros 
and pass me another Starbuck’s coffee, thanks. 

Hmmmm. What if it happens to your aunt, your niece, or to 
your absolutely immediate family? 

What if the price of coffee goes up so much that you can’t have 
two? 

What if you have to walk to Starbucks? 


Puppyhood 


Once upon a time, there was ME. However, it didn’t know that, 
at the time. Things seemed nice, though, and nothing was too 
scary. Sometimes you could get into Difficulties, for Doing Things 
Wrong. Eventually, after awhile, it, ME, figured out not to do 
certain things or there would be trouble. 

Almost immediately, as soon as it knew anything (and before it 
even knew it was Me) it started to like animals. Animals had a 
sense of humour and didn’t seem to care too much about most of 
the stuff that it, ME, I, could get in trouble for. This person that 
was ME, who had not quite recognized itself yet, got along alright 
with the dog. The moment that it recognized itself as MYself, it 
was, in fact, talking to a dog. 

“Tt’s MINE.” (I don’t remember saying this, but the dog would, 
if he were still alive.) This was about some object, perhaps a ball. 

“OK sure,” said Patch, the German Shepherd. “Go ahead and 
have it, then.” 

“Really?” 

There was a moment there when something was given, which 
could not be given unless there were two of us. 

How I realized that there were more than one of us, how I 
realized that I was even there in the world. ME. Because a dog, 
holding a ball in his mouth, might drop it before ME, like a patient 
uncle, and wait for ME to see. 

Somehow by sheer luck I have been blessed with the experience 
of puppyhood. 


Upon Inheriting a Nightie from His Dead Sister 


I am not the same girl that: 

In quiet recreation sat 

In spellbound cats 

Around 

Before the last moment dreamed 
Good places for my small friends 
On kitchen floors 

I squatted all beloved 

In this nightgown. 

“My brother in like misery 
Creates his own cacophony in sleep”; 
And unbeknownst to me 

She, unknown but yet meowed 
In parboiled disaffection sits 
Unmoved by that 

Yet found 

Before her last moment dreamed 
Good places for her small friends 
On kitchen floors 

I squatted all beloved 

In this nightgown. 


Bonus Philosophy 101 Question 


You’re standing on the corner trying to decide whether to push 
granny into oncoming traffic or help her across the street. You: 


a) Add up the hedons and the dendrites and commit the act that 
utilizes the maximum number of free radicals. 


b) Push granny into oncoming traffic. 


c) Help granny halfway across the street and succumb to 
indecision. Let the chips fall where they may. 


d) Wake up in a cold sweat. 


Landslide (Donkey Diaries, Part ITI) 


Well, you could put a foot wrong here or there on the edge of 
the Grand Canyon, or your Donkey could, so best to say nice and 
encouraging things to Donkey. 

“Good Donkey, where are we going? And thanks, by the way; 
this is great.” 

“Shush, I’m trying to concentrate.” Clop clop. 

“But then, I have no one to talk to.” 

“Suck it up.” Clop. Clop. 

Thinks: I want a better Donkey. One that will talk to me. 

But then. Rumbling rattling noise from above and below. 
Pebbles pelt by. Oh dear. 

It gets worse. It seems we are sliding at a terrific pace, and 
other parts of the world are flying past us, even faster. How could 
dirt be falling from the sky? At this point I just hang onto Donkey 
and hope that Donkey knows what to do. 

“Hold your breath,” Donkey says, out of the corner of his 
mouth. “We’re in it.” 

We are tobogganing sideways, down (into) the Grand Canyon. 
Donkey has two of his feet dug in on one side and his other two feet 
ready for any advantage to be gained from any hillock or tuft that 
may survive this perfectly ordinary but nevertheless horrific and 
potentially life-threatening landslide. We are, I am, suddenly trying 
to ride Donkey as though he were a moto-cross cycle, skidding 
down a hill on its side, trying not to upset his balance. 

Donkey is the pilot. If this plane goes down, he goes down, too. 
Nobody says anything now, it’s just his brown back and his black 
skanky mane, a matter of balance, and balance, and balance. His 
expertise. Everything he can do, to keep us aloft in this crazy old 
world. 

But I have something to say about it, too. I could fuck him up, 
but I try not to. Of course I try not to. Down, down we go. Trying 
to move together, for mutual benefit. The brown sandy world goes 
by at a terrific pace, blue sky and white clouds there, too, and so 
irrelevant now. 

A thud, a whuff, a chuff, a deadly horrible bang. We’ve run into 
something, a tree, a rock, a boulder, a dead sasquatch. Something 
big. My leg is pinned under Donkey, and Donkey is lying on his 


side beneath me on the incline. More rattling pebbles, dust, rocks. 
I make every effort to be unconscious, or dreaming, but nothing 
works. 

I lie with my eyes closed, horrified, with my leg under Donkey’s 
flank. Dust and rocks and sand pile up around us and almost over 
my head. This can’t go on, because I might soon be unable to 
breathe. Reluctantly, I open my eyes. 

My leg hurts. I raise my head with difficulty. I look down at 
myself, but all I see is Donkey, whose body is lying on most of me. 
We are wedged up against a cactus or something, covered with a lot 
of sand and gravel. Donkey isn’t moving. 

Is he breathing? Can’t tell. I can’t see any blood. But I can’t see 
much of anything, anyway. I have dust and sand in my contact 
lenses, and it’s about as painful as my leg, in a different way. For 
all I know, I’m dying of internal injuries beneath a dead donkey, in 
the Grand Canyon. Fuck. 

“For all I know,” I mutter, “I’m dying of internal injuries 
beneath a dead donkey, in the Grand Canyon. Fuck.” 

I’m hoping Donkey will respond to this, say something bitter and 
cynical and Donkey-like, and get us out of this. But he doesn’t. He 
doesn’t say anything. He is dead weight on my leg, and on most of 
my torso. With one free arm, I clear the dust and sand away from 
his stubborn, donkey face, so that he can breathe. If he can 
breathe. If he’s breathing. 

I don’t think he’s breathing. 

Stuck beneath Donkey, I tilt my head back, up towards the top 
of the canyon. There are ants running around up there. There are 
people running around up there. People are coming to rescue us. 

I poke at Donkey’s back, his protruding, irritating and always 
uncomfortable backbone. I bang on his withers. I grab his sparse 
black mane and yard on it as hard as I can. Nothing happens. He 
shouldn’t be this heavy, he’s only a donkey, but every time I try to 
pull myself out from under him, my leg hurts like hell. Maybe I’m 
not dying of internal injuries, but ’m stuck underneath what 
appears to be a dead donkey, in the Grand Canyon. Fuck. 

And not just any donkey. Donkey. 

I’d always wanted a real donkey. Not just Donkey. It had 
always annoyed me that anytime I got a pet, or a Companion 
Animal, or even a human friend, it would not be a real version of 
what it was supposed to be, but would turn out to be just another 


irritating and unsatisfactory person. Once you got to know them, 
they were always just unsatisfactory exemplars of what it said they 
would be like in the books at the library. 

Donkey, unexceptionally, had been a great disappointment. 
Genetically, he was, apparently, a donkey, but he wasn’t what I had 
hoped for. True, he’d been stubborn and sure-footed. He’d been 
like a donkey in some ways. But mostly, he hadn’t panned out. He 
didn’t talk to me enough. He was close-mouthed, terse. He kept 
himself to himself. He wouldn’t share his donkey-hood properly. 
To me, he had just seemed like an obstreperous jerk, most of the 
time. He could have been a parakeet or a Siamese cat, or a 
kinesiology student, for all I’d gotten out of his being a donkey. 

“You weren’t much of a donkey anyway, Donkey,” I say, my 
voice catching, as I brush his scruffy, coarse forelock out of his 
closed, stubborn donkey eyes. I’m thinking about the way, as we 
slid and skidded down the incline just now, we were one, trying 
together, for once—just to keep our balance and survive. Above 
me, I hear voices now, the voices of the ants, the people, who are 
coming to rescue us. To rescue me. Because it seems that this 
completely unsatisfactory donkey, Donkey, is no more. 

I’ve got my eyes closed and tears and sand are running down my 
cheeks as the rescue workers arrive. I’m trying to think about 
where my next donkey is going to come from. Just as the first 
paramedic arrives at my side, there’s an agonizing lurch and the leg 
that was pinned under Donkey makes a loud cracking noise, 
breaking yet again, this time at the tibia. As Donkey gets up. 

I scream. 

When I open my eyes, I’m looking straight into liquid brown 
donkey eyes. Why? He’s about ten feet away, being held by 
someone as they pack me into a stretcher. Yet, our eyes meet. 

“I did my fucking best,” Donkey says. He’s got that typical 
irritating Donkey expression, one ear forward and one ear back. 

“T know you did,” Isay. “Thanks for fucking me up.” 

They tell me I was unconscious for large parts of the next few 
weeks, and that I flailed and swore a lot. 


Dreams 


I’m standing in the dark. I know where I am. I know where the 
bedroom and the bathroom are. I’m on my way to the bathroom. I 
reach for the light switch. I might be eleven years old. I might be 
thirty-two years old. I might be almost sixty. It doesn’t really 
matter. It’s me. It’s a dream. Other people are sleeping here; 
nothing is particularly wrong. I’m just going to the bathroom. I’m 
wearing a flannelette night gown. 

This is a house trailer. A mobile home, a pretty nice one. 
There’s a tree and a fence outside. Plants. My cat is in the 
bedroom, waiting for me and purring. He’s kind of irritating and 
insists on sleeping under the covers with me. It’s just a true story, 
nothing to write home about. A dream. It’s dark and I’m just going 
to the bathroom. I reach for the switch, which is on the right; and I 
click it up, I guess it would be. Whatever it needs, to be turned on. 
And the world explodes in flames. It just does; then I wake up. “A 
propane issue?” is my last thought before, um consciousness. 
“Maybe because it was a mobile home?” 

I’m in a car. I think we’re trying to get somewhere, my friends 
and I, who are anywhere between eleven and almost sixty years 
old. I can’t imagine anything past that, older than that, yet. It 
doesn’t really matter. Nothing is particularly wrong. It’s just one of 
those typically harmless joy-rides, one of the truly harmless ones 
that you never hear about, where you really don’t get hurt and you 
don’t wreck your dad’s car. We’re not doing heavy drugs. 
Somebody may have a beer, but nobody is doing anything much. 
We're just driving around, and suddenly I am apparently driving. 
Maybe it’s MY car. No big deal. We, I, pull up at the edge of a 
precipice. It’s no longer clear why we are at the edge of this stupid 
precipice. Maybe we are here to see the view and neck, or maybe 
we have been pursued by the cops (but we weren’t doing anything 
bad...). In any event we’re at the edge of it. And we start to slide 
off. We hit the edge of it too hard when we pulled in, and the 
whole thing just kind of evaporates. 

The car does this kind of hump hump thing towards the edge. It 
really happens very fast. I can’t tell whether I’m fifteen or forty-five 
or coming up to seventy years old. Probably around thirty, ’m 
thinking. Rapidly. As it slides. I slam on the brakes but that 


doesn’t work, we just start to move in the wrong direction, that 
being towards oblivion, or whatever... over, over. Faster. 

Someone from the back seat screams, shouts, bellows, to turn 
the wheel the other way. I do. But apparently, too late. We’re 
going down. Into blackness, and expecting a big thud: something 
horrible. I miss the ending. I wake up. 

My dog is sick. My dog is dead. I wake up. She isn’t. She’s still 
alive after all. 

Wait. She’s not. She died several years ago. Sometimes the 
relief of waking up is tempered by the fact that your goddam dog is 
dead, after all. You just thought your dream was just a dream. 

Gordon, my first boyfriend. Well, let’s face it, a whole series of 
boyfriends. I’ve made up with most of them by now, even though 
we’ve broken up, and many of us may never see or talk to each 
other again. In my dreams, I do, though. The ones who don’t talk 
in real life are the ones who are most likely to turn up in dreams. I 
must say, they remain a bit non-committal, though. 

The one person who mattered the most, who is Dead, seems to 
have recovered, incrementally, in my dreams. I don’t dream about 
him anymore since last time, when he seemed fine. I would like to 
think that means something. 

Of course, my teeth keep falling out in shards, in public 
situations, and I keep having to wedge them back in, as best I can, 
in the ladies’ washroom. Of course, I have eternally forgotten to 
attend the math or history classes at my high school or college and 
must now (and forever) find the room in which to take the exam. 
I’m lost, ’m nine years old, on my own, passing the drinking 
fountain in the hall and thinking, “I can do this.” It’s absolutely 
amazing how many times I have revisited the same college and 
tried to retake all of my college courses, considering that I have 
already actually taken them and have never revisited the same 
college and tried to retake them. In real life, I don’t have to retake 
them. Do I? 

Of course, my donkey got squished when I left him in the van 
that time I was looking for the room in which to take the math (or 
was it history?) exam. Somebody hit the van while I was gone. But 
it was just a dream. That was awful, though. 

I especially like meeting people in my dreams who are wittier 
and kinder than I am. There is a nice lady in the basement of the 
university, she’s kind of chubby and really helpful. I think she has 


on a red sweater. She has to be real. Why then, if she is real, do I 
wake up? Am I just insecure, or what? If she isn’t real, then I must 
be awfully witty and chubby and helpful, goddamit. To have 
invented her. 

Many years ago, I dreamed that I was standing in line at a 
concession stand in the college that I was going to, and that I could 
not decide between a Coke and a Sprite. I had to stand there for 
such a long time, and it was so boring, that I woke up. I don’t even 
know which drink I actually ending up getting. I am still 
traumatized by how boring that was (based on how boring that 
was). I will never find out whether I got a Coke or a Sprite. Even if 
I have another similar dream, it might not be the same Coke or 
Sprite. 

I can’t fly. Either I go way too high, as if in an uncontrollable 
hydrogen balloon, just straight up, and I can’t control it, and end up 
waking up out of panic—or I just hover above the ground, about 
three feet up, peddling madly and getting nowhere, and the cartoon 
evil-doers snap at my heels until I wake up. I can’t fly without 
waking up. 

Once, many years ago (but I still vividly remember), I think I 
had a series of recurring dreams about Evil. There was this Thing 
in the other room. It was just Evil. It had no shape or form. It 
stalked and lurked and scared the shit out of me, it had this 
Presence: and I did not wake up usually until it was too late and I 
was traumatized. I did not (until the Last Dream) realize that I had 
had several dreams about it until the Last Dream, in which I woke 
up and went, “Hey, I’ve been dreaming about this a lot!” After that, 
it stopped. 

Did I have several dreams about this, or did I just dream that I 
had? I did not know about all the dreams until the Last Dream. 

Maybe I am still having these horrible dreams about Evil and 
just not remembering them, again. Or maybe I just dreamed the 
entire sequence of dreams in one fell swoop. 

Based on my dreams, I think it’s possible that I read too much. 
Or, have done so. Also I may be typically insecure about various 
things. One thing I can probably say for sure is that I am not an axe 
murderer, but that may be just because I can’t remember those 
particular dreams. 


John Rawls, the Original Position, Truth, and Hitler 


When I first learned about John Rawls and the Original Position, 
it made absolute sense to me. Between John Rawls and the Original 
Position and Christianity and Reincarnation, the whole thing 
resonates perfectly and I can tell that it’s more or less True. I know, 
I know; I’ve mentioned this before. To you. At MacDonald’s a 
couple of years ago, and in the clouds many times, and also once in 
Spring of 1645, but I think you were drunk and you probably don’t 
remember. 

You are an Angel (for want of a better word) and you are given 
the opportunity to Come Down (for want of a better description) 
and check out Life on Earth. They don’t tell you whether you are 
going to be the child of a CEO in America or whether you are going 
to be a poor person, a very very poor person, somewhere else in the 
world. You could be born with AIDS, or spina bifida, or you could 
be born with a silver spoon up yer gullet and can’t get it out. You 
may be forced to take piano lessons, or you may be forced to carry 
water on your head for miles and miles and hours and hours, twice 
a day for your entire life, just to keep the cows going. 

All you are told is that it is going to be a Crap Shoot, and that 
your odds are bad. Most likely, you will be aborted before you 
even get started, or you could lie around in agony in Africa with 
flies in your eyes, until you die at the age of six months, having 
depleted your mother’s physical and emotional resources to the 
point where all her teeth fall out. 

You are told that you won’t remember the conversation in which 
you are told this. You won’t understand why you are where you 
are, even if you should live long enough to wonder. You are offered 
the chance to do this thing, to blunder into ignorance and see what 
happens. If you are here, then obviously you agreed to it. You 
went for it. You said, “Sure, why not?” 

At the time, it seemed like a fun idea, like backpacking in 
Algeria, India, whatever. You were complacent. You understood 
the situation at the TIME, and you knew you would eventually be 
coming BACK. The fact that you would not remember the 
agreement after you’d made it, while you were down On Earth, did 
not seem like a big deal. Even death seemed like parachute 
jumping. Scary, but really, you were going to come Home, so at the 


end of it, you’d be safe. You could trade stories about it in the bar 
later, with other people who’d been backpacking on Earth. 

No one really drilled home how TEDIOUS things could be. Or 
how painful something like a TOOTHACHE could be. Or what it 
would be like when your beloved died, not knowing. Or what the 
not knowing about the NOT KNOWING was going to be like. 

Knowing that you’d know later seemed to be enough. It was 
going to be an Adventure. 

Also Educational; that’s why you were getting the Opportunity 
in the first place. No one is obliged to Go to Earth. But there are 
grants and scholarships. If you make it back in one piece, there are 
Speaking Engagements. 

So (for example) here you are. And you are not supposed to 
remember any of the stuff they told you, but somehow, sometimes, 
stuff leaks through. Thusly, we have John Rawls, the concept of 
Heaven, and Reincarnation. People are said to be “Old Souls”. 
There is an inchoate understanding of what really the fuck is going 
on, sometimes, among some people. And dogs, horses, cats and 
budgies. How does the goddam budgie KNOW? Why are we 
nodding at each other like that? Ping. Squack. 

John Rawls’ Original Position has nothing on what the fuck is 
Really going on. But: it’s clear that in that case, somebody up there 
forgot to shut the window all the way. The Dalai Lama just laughs. 

Some of us, clearly, are addicted to this backpacking shit; and 
then some people are New, and they have no idea what they are 
doing. Then, of course, there’s the idiot that keeps signing up and 
never gets any better. Even in Heaven, there are idiots. The 
biggest myth is that there is such a thing as Perfection. 

Perfection. It’s probably just an idea. 

Still. There’s a directionality to the thing that is unassailable. 
Hitler is already back down here working in a coffee shop (his name 
is Brian now, and he volunteers for Meals on Wheels on the 
weekends), but everyone is still mad at Hitler. Why? Do we really 
need to ask? Brian doesn’t know he used to be Hitler. When Brian 
was Hitler, he just had what seemed to be good ideas at the time. 

He got raked over the coals in the bar when he got back to 
Heaven, oh yeah. He won’t do THAT again. 

One question is, how do you get the Speaking Engagements? 
The answer is, you can’t come back all messed up. A lot of people 
do. Brian is working in a coffee shop because he is Sorry. Really, 


really sorry. He never got to do any Speaking Engagements, unless 
you count the fact that he had to spend the equivalent of a billion 
years addressing all the other Angels on How He Fucked Up. It was 
painful for him. He always mentions that he never thought he was 
fucking up at the time. This is one of the crucial lessons Up There, 
and the reason they forced him to speak. Nobody has to come 
back, and Hitler just lucked into the coffee shop gig. He said he 
wanted to, not knowing whether he would end up being aborted or 
being some suffering child’s mother. He’s just lucky, this time. 

Check it out, the guy that hands you your coffee next time might 
be Hitler. 

Anyway, if this isn’t true, I don’t know what is. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/original-position/ 


FAQ 


Q: Is it just my imagination, or has everything just become better 
than it used to be? I just checked, and digital cameras are way 
cheaper than they were five years ago. 


A: There are dissenting opinions on this, and it depends who you 
ask. My uncle has one of the early expensive ones, and he is 
royally PO’ed, I can tell you. Most computers don’t even 
support a connection to a connection to whatever it is he has. 
He is also mad about the fact that he never believed in the VCR 
and bought all the other gear. No lie. Also he once transferred 
all his 45’s onto 8-track, and then threw out the 45’s. Then the 
8-track ate the tape. He gets drunk sometimes at Christmas and 
regales us all with stories about how things might have been. 
(Ok, actually, I confess. Actually, that was me.) 


Q: Is it just my imagination, or has everything just become better 
than it used to be? We have an African-American running for 
President, a well-spoken and well-educated contender, and a 
woman running for Vice President, in the USA. This is surely a 
moment in history when we should all stand up and cheer about 
Progress! 


A: Yes. It is. Yay. It just seems odd that the first woman to be 
running for VP would wink so much during debates. Not a 
problem, not a problem. As a Canadian, I feel comforted to 
know that Sarah Palin will not be elected—because I know and 
like Americans, and when I saw that she was running (and 
winking), I breathed a deep sigh of relief, because this means it 
will all be OK and that we, I mean the Americans (heh heh), will 
get a bit of a break from the Republicans, except on Saturday 
Night Live. (I want her to go back up to Alaska and keep on 
keeping an eye on the Russians.)(Thanks, Sarah!) 


Q: Who do you think you are, a Canadian, making comments about 
our political system and candidates? 


A: Do you want tech support for your gadgets and internet 
connections in English, or NOT? (Thanks for the ahem jobs! 
Keep up the good work!) (Remember that you owe us William 
Shatner, Joni Mitchell and Neil Young. Yeah!!!) 


: Considering how important to the entire globe it is that what 


happens with the United States and its Economy should go well, 
shouldn’t everyone on the planet be allowed to vote in the next 
Presidential Election? 


: Um, no. In fact most Americans should have to take a test first. 


Also prospective parents worldwide should have to pass tests 
before being allowed to have children. 


Q: You had better be kidding??? 


A: 


Q: 


O 


Well, yes. But a little more education on these matters wouldn’t 
hurt. 


My iPhone is frozen. It won’t do anything and I can’t make calls 
or check my stocks. What should I do? 


: Hold both the “HOME” button and the “Sleep/Wake” button 


down for ten seconds or until you see the Apple logo appear on 
the screen. 


: Hey, thanks! 
: No problem! 


Playing It Cool 


Friendless. It’s been ages now. 

Casting about, trying not to look or feel desperate, because that 
only makes it worse. 

I remember the last time, that time on the bus. Our eyes met... 
or at least, there was a meeting. I don’t like to talk about a friend 
this way, but that’s what happened. I knew immediately and I paid 
the money, a simple thing. It was love at first sight, unexpected but 
certain, just by looking for a quick moment. Size, shape. Front and 
back covers. First, so to speak, page. These things are everything 
when you're on the road. 

It was a happy accident, really. I can’t count the number of 
happy accidents that have, happily, happened en route to 
somewhere or other. Some people apparently fantasize about such 
things, but I guess I’ve just been lucky. Reviews are useful. If the 
New York Times says OK, then, OK. Usually. 

Disasters happen. If you can imagine how awful it would be to 
lose somebody right in the middle of the absolute joy of deranged 
obsession. It would be like accidentally leaving “Gone With the 
Wind” at the soccer game—which didn’t happen, because, as a 
matter of fact, I was reading it, and so I ignored most of the soccer 
game. Also I took it home and finished it—“Gone With the Wind”, I 
mean; not the soccer game. (I think our team won.) But sometimes 
I wake up, eyes white and wide, sitting bolt upright, afraid that I’ve 
left “Gone With the Wind” on a bleacher in a stadium somewhere. 
Frankly, DAMN! 

When you lose a friend right in the middle, it’s horrible. I was 
reading “The Other Bolyne Girl” on the plane, all the way from 
Vancouver to Thailand, last year, and somehow I misplaced her in 
Thailand. It took almost half a year to get a new copy, and I had 
only had another one hundred pages or so to go. I looked 
everywhere for a replacement copy and finally had to order it from 
amazon.com when I was back in Canada. Then I had to read a lot 
of previous pages to get back into where we’d been. We never 
captured the same magic, and when the movie came out, I felt 
doubly cheated. The other Bolyne girl was nothing like she’d been 
on the original plane. 

Worse than losing your love in the middle or near to the end of 


a book is when you’re reading cheap photocopied pirated editions 
of excellent books about Cambodia, here in Cambodia (so far as I 
know, you can’t get anything else here), and you get to almost the 
end of the book, and suddenly, entire PAGES are missing, or upside 
down, or in the wrong order. I have really bad and inconvenient 
memories of riffling through pages of “The Gate” at 3 AM to make 
sure I’d still have the next ten pages to read... it was nerve- 
wracking... I’d only budgeted an hour to finish this excellent book, 
and it took three hours of flipping around, PLUS: there were ten 
probably crucial pages missing!!! Had to go to work in the 
morning, and, again, feeling somehow cheated and sad. 

Such memories are the stuff of nightmares. A relationship with 
a book is like a relationship. Period. If it’s a good relationship, you 
don’t expect it to suddenly have its pages mixed up or missing, right 
at the end. 

They say that we humans are serially monogamous. I know I 
am. If it’s a really good book, I can’t—well, I don’t want to—put it 
down. It can become problematic, as when you are supposed to 
attend soccer games, or bathe, or eat, or do one’s job. One works 
around that. A healthy relationship between one and one’s book 
should involve an ability to disengage and then simply look forward 
to seeing one another again. 

I HAD that relationship with my last book. My last REAL book. 
The whole thing was perfect. I had to get on a bus; people were 
waiting for me; I went into the guesthouse’s second-hand bookstore; 
it took less than 30 seconds for me to see her. I read the back 
cover, the first paragraph, and we were in love. I read her for five 
hours on the bus, and when I got home I read her some more until I 
had to go to bed to get up in the morning. The next morning, I 
looked fondly at her and went to work. When I got home, I read 
her. I finished her. Oh, GAWD. 

Naturally, I went back and read her again. She was that good. 

Are all books female? This one was. I think “The Gate” was 
male, though, and HE was good. It wasn’t his fault about the pages 
being messed up. 

As a child, I remember finishing a good book and starting right 
over at the beginning. Why not? They don’t call them “favorite 
books” for nothing. 

There’s an incredible sadness about finishing a good book. 
Towards the end of a really good book, I always start counting the 


pages, to make sure there are still lots left to read. The end of a 
book is like a death, but you can still go back and reread it until 
your grief has abated. NOT being able to finish a good book is 
horrible, and causes purchases from amazon.com. At least, 
finishing a good book has some possibility of closure. 

Maybe I take this stuff too seriously. All I know is that I just 
read, excuse me, “read” this book... I mean “book”, and it was 
awful. It was a formulaic hunk o’ gunk which, oddly, had good 
reviews plastered all over it. I tried and I tried. Finally I started 
skimming madly, just to get through it. Still, it took me an entire 
week to finish it. It was an endless stupid paperback which I could 
have finished in a day or so if it had been any good. When I was 
away at work, I'd think, “Shit, when I get home I can at least work 
on finishing that stupid book.” 

On Friday, I got home early and decided to do away, once and 
for all, with “Orbit”. Don’t ask. This is not a book review. It was 
just bad, take it from me. (I’m pretty sure, in fact I’m absolutely 
sure, that this was a male book—no offense to anyone... just true.) 

Guess what happened? With five pages to go, and a bunch of 
work that I should have been doing, someone PHONED me. I had 
to go OUT. AGHHH. Out I went, back I came later, and what, 
whom, do I find when I get home but “Orbit” lying, face down on 
the bed, with five pages left to read. AGHHH. I read the five 
pages. THE KILL! Moan. 

“Orbit” is dead. Unmourned, but not forgotten. I feel like I’ve 
just come out of a really, like really, bad and banal relationship that 
lasted much, much too long. I feel like I need THERAPY. I feel like 
maybe I’m too old to have a really good relationship again and that 
I’m doomed to always be in relationships with books like “Orbit”. 

I’ve been casting about for something new to read, but you 
know how it is. When you're needy, good books can smell it, and 
they tend to keep away. I’ll have to work my way back up again... 
for now I’m just reading the newspaper and playing it cool. 


Cheating Destiny 


Everybody is very sad because of what happened to our pet dog, 
but I don’t know what it is that happened. 

All I know is what they are saying: “When that other dog...” 
and “Oh, that poor dog!” (meaning, ours) “Ooooh, it was awful!” 

I don’t know what happened at all, and then it turns out not to 
have happened. Yet. Because we are living in a house and our dog 
is IN the house, safe and sound. I’m thinking to be very careful of 
him so nothing does happen. But I open the door to get the mail. 

Then, just as I open the door, a whole pack of dalmatians runs 
by on the road outside. The house we are in is not OUR house; 
we're just staying here for awhile, for some reason. Our own house 
is being remodeled, or something. This house we’re using has no 
fenced yard, so I can’t just let our dog out. I open the door to get 
the mail. I’m holding our dog in my arms, but he struggles out of 
my grasp when he sees the dalmatians. He is some kind of bony, 
beagley type of dog. I’ve never seen him before in my life. He runs 
off after the dalmatians. 

I yell at him to come back. After awhile, he actually 
does!...through some bushes and across the driveway, followed by 
one of the dalmatians. I scoop our dog up in my arms again, as it 
occurs to me that the dalmatian would have to be the dog that 
people were talking about—are going to be talking about— when 
they say “When that other dog...” I know that “that poor dog” 
referred—is going to refer—to our dog, and so the dalmatian must 
be “that other dog”. 

Something terrible is about to happen to our dog, I’m thinking; 
but I am holding him tight in my arms. I step back through the 
door of the house, meaning to slam the door in the face of the 
dalmatian, who is still in front of us, smiling and bouncing up and 
down, wanting to play. 

I picture myself dropping our dog. I picture him falling, and 
striking his head on the cement stoop. I don’t know what could 
happen if I don’t do the right thing. 

Suddenly I’m paralyzed. Maybe I should put him down to avoid 
something terrible that is about to happen because I am holding 
onto him. But I picture him running down the street with the 
dalmatian again, and getting run over by a bus, if I put him down. 


Or maybe the dalmatian will attack? But it looks friendly. 

Our dog, who I’ve never seen before in my life, squirms in my 
arms. A wave of despair washes over me. Our dog is doomed and I 
don’t know how to avoid it, or even if it’s possible to avoid it. 
Maybe the house will collapse on both of us if I try to slam the 
door. Especially because this is a dream, and because I’m obviously 
feeling fatalistic, anything could happen. Maybe Ill squish his head 
in the door if I try to slam the door. 

What to do? It’s the moment before something bad is going to 
happen and I have no idea how to avoid tragedy. Anyone in their 
right mind would wake up in disgust at this point. So, I do. 


The Inscrutable Other 


Anyway, I wonder where he is. This consciousness, this energy 
that I used to think meant something less prosaic than the utterly 
prosaic thing that it means, meant ...which was just: Yes? What? 

I thought a lot of things might mean more than they do, so it’s 
not just that. In the long run, one of the few remaining questions is, 
“WHY did I think that?” Was it nature or nurture? Books I’d read, 
or books that had been read to me? What’s with this hope 
springing eternal thing? Where did I get all my disappointed hopes, 
and the things to hope for? 

It’s, at first blush, disappointing when people don’t turn out like 
what they’re supposed to be. When people don’t turn out like what 
they seem. But then you have to think, most things are like that. 
We start out ignorant and become, ahem, wise. It’s not clear that 
we should be disappointed rather than somewhat embarrassed for 
thinking things that were cute and naive, but dumb. Whose idea 
was this, anyway? It can’t have been mine; I was minding my own 
business. Etc. For gawd’s sakes, I was a BABY. I was a FETUS. 
What can I have done to deserve this? 

Anyway, it’s not like he hasn’t turned out like he seemed. I 
couldn’t make heads or tails of him in the first place, but I suppose 
at one time I thought that no one could really be inscrutable in the 
long run, and that one of the modes of explanation I had at hand 
would ultimately prove fruitful. And to some extent, I guess, these 
all have. If something doesn’t work, then it doesn’t work. You 
can’t prove that philosophical and scientific hypotheses are TRUE. 
But, you CAN prove they are false, via counter-example and 
chemistry experiments where you predict that the solution will turn 
blue and then it doesn’t. 

To my credit, I was never really so arrogant as to actually 
predict that he would turn blue (or even that he was the solution). 
He would, in fact, actually turn blue upon occasion—unpredictably, 
though, from my point of view. Inscrutably. The best I can say is 
that I was always left thinking (based on induction—i.e. “The future 
will [probably] be like the past...”) that he would be somewhat 
likely to turn blue again. But you know how THAT works. The sun 
will rise tomorrow because it always has in the past. I am immortal 
because I’ve not died so far. I still BELIEVE these things, but ’m 


worried about the way it’s going, lemme tell you. 

Being puzzled about somebody else is just a way of being 
puzzled. I'd be puzzled even if he had never been. It’s probably 
just self-indulgent clap-trap on my part, even to imagine that he 
ever was. 


Hardwood Floors 


Every time I walk up the stairs to my apartment here in 
Cambodia, I think of so many wonderful things to write about, but 
by the time I get to the top, there’s just finding my key, opening the 
door, the cats, and the glorious fact that I have arrived. The cats 
want food, and I just want to change my clothes into something 
more comfortable, turn on the air conditioning, turn on the TV, 
maybe get a drink, watch National Geographic on TV and check out 
whatever newest books I’ve stolen from my local bar’s library. 
Maybe make a grilled cheese sandwich. 

All the way up the stairs, every time, I think of all these brilliant 
things to say, to write. It’s a third floor “walk up”. Holy shit. I’ve 
got a sore ankle. Inevitably, for something to do as I’m climbing 
the endless stairs, I am full of brilliant literary ideas. Oh, well. 

It’s a third floor “walk-up”, and I never realized what that meant 
before I came to Cambodia, where there are lots and lots of “walk- 
ups”. In Canada we have elevators. On the other hand, in Canada 
there’s less freedom. At least I can have two cats, smoke, and do 
essentially whatever I want in this apartment without having to 
argue with anybody or pay much rent. 

When I walk up, well, climb... navigate... the stairs, half the 
time (at night), it’s in pitch darkness. Can’t see anything. I gently, 
intentionally, bump the toes of my feet against the stairs, all the 
way up, to make sure I don’t slip and fall and break my teeth or 
something. This happens; westerners are continually slipping and 
falling on various stairs in Cambodia, but so far not me. Some of 
the stairs, the first set, are really weird, like, the size of two 
ordinary stairs put together...and sometimes slippery, if it’s been 
raining... but you get used to it, like being blind and athletic at the 
same time. (I don’t know any blind athletes, but I’m sure they 
wouldn’t have too much trouble with my stairs, after a couple of 
tries.) I have got the whole thing, the whole procedure of going 
upstairs, divided into three sections, and once you do that, it’s ok. 
Phase Two is the first set of stairs, the weird ones; and Phase Three 
is the rest of the stairs. 

Amazingly, nobody mugs you on the stairs. Sometimes there are 
young Cambodian males smoking something or other on the stairs, 
but I’m always polite to them and they’re always polite to me. I 


say, “Hello!” and they say, “Sorry, madame!” and I say, “No 
problem!” I’m not afraid of anybody on the stairs, although if you’d 
asked me last year I might have not been so sure. If they’re 
smoking something, you can see the steps better. 

I don’t even really want to see the steps better, because as I 
know from seeing them in the daytime, they are utterly filthy. 
Cigarette butts, unidentified ex-food, ex-animals, ex-bugs, ex- 
excrement. There COULD be a dead, decomposing rat on the stairs 
for me to step on/into, but so far there hasn’t been and I would 
probably have seen it on the way out. Probably. Anyway there’s 
no point worrying about it. The cockroaches around here are also 
outrageously huge, but they don’t bite. Apparently they’re Good for 
the Environment because they eat garbage. Go for it! 

There was supposed to be a light on for the stairs, but it doesn’t 
work. There’s no point talking to The Guy, the emissary of the 
owner to whom I pay the rent, really, because although he can have 
the light fixed, it will only work temporarily; then it will stop 
working again. We’ve been through this already. The Guy, whose 
name is Vong, has a game leg which won’t bend. When he showed 
this place to me, when I was thinking of renting it, it was manifestly 
obvious that it was very difficult for him to get up all these millions 
of flights of stairs. He did it, though. He’s a nice guy. His leg got 
hurt in a moto (motorbike) accident. It won’t bend at the knee very 
well anymore. He’s ok about it. 

When my ceiling fan stopped working, Vong laboriously dragged 
himself all the way up the stairs to have a look at it for me. He 
flicked the switch on the wall up and down, and, lo and behold, the 
fan didn’t work. Just like I said it didn’t. The ceiling is, like, 
twenty feet high... I have really high ceilings. I was expecting Vong 
to DO something about this, because after all, I’m renting this 
apartment, and it came with a functioning ceiling fan. He looked 
up at it and said, “Hmmm, maybe you have to buy small, other 
fan.” 

“Mph!” I said. I don’t like to make waves, but I don’t want to 
live in an apartment that has a ceiling fan that doesn’t work. It 
would ruin the effect of luxury after all those stairs. “Can’t we get a 
ladder or something?” Vong doesn’t like conflict either, but he 
obviously wasn’t into getting a ladder. He went around behind my 
fridge, got the mop, and stood on his good tippy-toe to prod the fan 
with the end of the mop. Yo! It started turning again! 


“Oh,” I said. “I guess I should have tried that.” Vong kind of 
giggled, and left. I haven’t turned the fan OFF since then, lest it not 
start again. And now I’m really reluctant to ask him again about 
the lights. So I’ve gotten used to the stairs. In the dark. 

Every time I go up the stairs I think absently about the stairs 
themselves, of course, and count them. In addition to all the other 
brilliant ideas I’m having. 

None of this even covers Phase One, which is the strange tunnel 
of a dark alley (which is also supposed to be lighted, but usually 
isn’t), before you even get to start climbing the stairs. You can’t 
learn how to navigate this in the dark, because the bottom is just 
dirt, or mud, depending; so the surface varies. If it’s not lighted, 
you just take small baby steps until you get to approximately where 
you turn left and start climbing the weird stairs. Weird stairs are 
Phase Two, and then the last lap is the longest: Phase Three is six 
different directions of normal stairs, Up. 

On my “landing’—at least I’m not at the very top; there is 
another “flight” of stairs (I don’t know why they call it a flight, 
when it’s such drudgery) above this one, which I’ve never 
attempted—, you can, if you can find my key, get into my rather 
comparatively nice apartment. Hardwood floors, high ceilings, 
WORKING (ahem) ceiling fan, hot water, nice bathroom and 
everything. At this point you stand there outside your door and 
listen to my cats meow as you rummage in the dark in my purse for 
your key. 

Of course, you could carry a flashlight (most English speakers 
here are from England, and call it a “torch”, which makes me think 
of “Frankenstein,” the movie). I have a “torch” in my purse, 
sometimes, unless one of the cats has previously removed it from 
my purse before I left in the first place. These little torches cost 
about fifteen cents and they are irresistible to cats. I have two 
torches; one is yellow and one is blue. (I have two cats; one is a 
tabby and the other is black and white.) Most of the time I realize, 
as I’m climbing the stairs, that the cats have got them both; I saw 
them lying under the couch before I left in the afternoon, and didn’t 
bother about it. My cell phone has a light on it too, but I never 
bother about that, either. Who wants to stand outside one’s own 
door, fiddling about in one’s purse, trying to find one’s cell phone in 
the dark, when one already knows where one’s apartment is? I also 
know where my key is; I know where my wallet is; my key is in my 


wallet; I can find my wallet in the dark. It’s somewhere in my 
purse. Rummage, rummage. Clink, rattle. 

The other night, I had a nightmare in which I’d lost the key to 
my apartment. I agonized about it for ages until semi-consciousness 
reared its head, and then I realized that it would be impossible for 
me to be lying in bed in my apartment if I hadn’t had my key in the 
first place. The doors are locked with padlocks and the keys don’t 
come out of the locks unless the door is locked. So you could lock 
yourself out, but you can’t lock yourself in. So if I was in, which I 
was, I had my key. Yay! Logic in the morning! 

This is all just a matter of what happens after you enter the dark 
alley of Phase One. Outside are The Streets of Phnom Penh, which 
are another story. But when I’m climbing the stairs, ’m mostly 
thinking of greater things. I’m thinking things, brilliant literary 
thoughts which I intend to Write Up. I’m writing the Great 
Cambodian Novel. It’s not the stairs’ fault that I can’t remember 
any of that once I get in the door. Blame it on Oxygen Debt. Blame 
it on the contrast between the stairs and my apartment. Blame it on 
the hardwood floors. 
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Unsung Heros 


I’ve spent this morning teaching Yin-Yang and Zig-Zag—(I never 
call them these names to their faces; they think their names are 
“Stoppit” and “Stoppit!”, respectively...) to jump on a chair when I 
say “chair”. All of my previous cats in history have been able to 
jump on a chair when I said “chair”, so I figured it was about time 


that these ones learned how to, too. Yin-Yang and Ziggy did fine. 

Basically, cats figure it out pretty fast, and will walk all the way 
from one room to another to jump on the relevant chair, to get the 
food treat. Well, for the first couple of times or so, after they get 
the idea. However, if you try to make them repeat this more than a 
couple of times after that, they, being cats, begin to get extremely 
offended. “What is this pointless chair-jumping? Just give me the 
food.” Ears back, blank stare. 

I love cats. Who can blame them? Would YOU walk all the way 
from one room to another and jump on a chair, just to get a small 
piece of food? Maybe once, maybe twice, but endlessly? I know, a 
DOG would, but would you? NO. 

Everyone likes dogs—I adore dogs—and lots of people like cats; 
but cats aren’t as popular as dogs in the media. Why? This bugs 
me. There are hardly ever any programs about domestic cats on 
Animal Planet, for example, even though it’s riddled with shows 
about domestic dogs. People are forever filming stuff showing dogs 
doing stuff. 

Cats do stuff, too. I mean, they do nice things FOR people, even. 
It’s just harder to film a cat doing something nice. As soon as you 
start filming a cat doing something, it stops. Or, if it was a nice 
thing that the cat was doing, you can’t really capture it on film. A 
cat can sit there and be nice by doing nothing at all. But you have 
to spend all day with the cat in order to realize that it’s actually 
being nice, and who has time for that, in this crazy old world? If 
you film it, it just looks like a cat, sitting there. 

People don’t realize how smart cats are. Cats are subtle. They 
keep a low profile. They have a keen sense of when something is 
tacky and when it’s not. Occasionally you see a picture of a cat, all 
dressed up in some kind of outfit. Unfortunately, a cat in a baby 
bassinet, wearing a frilly cap and a frilly dress, usually has an 
expression on its face that would curdle milk. This is not as warm 
and cozy and happy-making as a picture of a dog that doesn’t 
mind. 

My friend Maggie’s cat has just been discovered to have taught 
herself how to pee in the toilet. Well, she’s probably been watching 
Maggie. But it’s quite funny. Maggie was in the bathroom getting 
ready for work the other day, and her cat sauntered in and hopped 
on the john and peed. It seemed as if this was not the first time. 
Nor has it been the last. But Twiggy, that’s her name, did not brag 


about it. She didn’t mention that she knew how to pee in the 
toilet. You can just imagine how a dog, or, say, an elephant or a 
dolphin would behave if IT had figured out how to pee in the toilet. 
You’d never hear the end of it. But a cat won’t even mention it. 
Cats are cool. 

You can watch Animal Planet until you turn blue, but you’ll 
never see cats competing in obedience trials. Cats just aren’t 
obedient. Personally, I think it would be fun to TRY to have 
obedience trials for cats on the Animal Planet channel. I would 
watch it. 


What I said to Mary-Joh 


There is this TV channel we can get here where they show 
pirated DVDs all day long. I don’t know why they do it because 
there’s no ads or anything... anyway, I watched one of those 
“Jason” movies today in which the main character kept going back 
in time to fix things, save his girlfriend, save his mother, etc. .... it 
went on and on,... eventually he made the big move and decided to 
strangle himself in the womb with his own umbilical cord. No, I 
am not making this up. 

I like my apartment but it can get a bit claustrophobic at times. 
Even with the cats, who tend to get into whatever mood I’m in... So 
I thought, good grief, I gotta get outa here. 

Traipsed downstairs into downtown Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
(could have been anywhere) and ... there were all these playing 
cards lying on the street outside... It was weird... I still felt like I 
was in the movie... I was wondering if I existed, or if I was just 
walking like a ghost through this street... but luckily I’m fairly 
popular in my neighbourhood and someone said hi to me. 

Hello Mary-Joh, have I mentioned lately that I love you? 

Send the money you owe me, I’m broke. 

If you can’t send the money, fuck it and write back anyway. 


Offering 


Somewhat Incomplete Autobiography 
Part One: Gestation to Year 2 
Nothing comes to mind. 
Part Two: Years 2 to 3 


I’m standing and hiding, hiding and peeking out from under a 
kitchen table. My parents, who are sitting at the table (I can see 
their legs and feet) are finding this pretty amusing. Me, too. I 
think my standing, hiding and peeking skills are pretty good. (In 
retrospect, I still think that standing and hiding and peeking out 
from under kitchen tables would be fun. I think I would still be 
good at it. I regret only that I’ve gotten so tall and old.) 

I’m running, running, and I run into something... a clothesline, 
oh shit. I’m strangled, I fall down. I was looking at my brother’s 
books in his room and thought it would be fun to push them all into 
his bookshelf until their ends hit the back. (In retrospect, it WAS 
fun, and whenever I’m trying to adjust books on a bookshelf I have 
to restrain myself from pushing them all in until their ends hit the 
back.) I guess my brother didn’t like the uneven effect of the front 
and that’s why he’s chased me. Cobblestones, grass, clothesline. 
Mom yelling. I can breathe again eventually. Don’t ask me what 
the clothesline was doing down so low, but it was. 

My parents have taken me to some Function. There was a 
Christmas Tree. I have been forced, against my will, to eat a 
banana, in addition to god knows what else. Now we’re in the car, 
on the way home, and I’m in the back seat. I don’t feel so good. My 
dad holds his cupped hand back for me, and I vomit banana gunk 
into it while he drives. My mother is beside him in the passenger 
seat. They are both very calm about this. I think how incredibly 
brave they are. I would never hold my hand out for someone to 
vomit into. 

I’m riding one of those mechanical horses outside a food 
shopping centre while we wait for my dad. My mother is bored, 
but I’m liking this. I wanted her to put a coin in, and she has 
relented. Mom is mom. (In retrospect, it’s obvious that my mother 
was trying to alleviate MY boredom, and I’m thinking: this would 
work for me now, while waiting for anyone outside almost 


anywhere.) 

My mother is wiping my bum after I have gone poo. I think 
how incredibly gross poo is, and how incredibly brave it is of my 
mother to wipe my bum like this. She’s very calm about it. I will 
never be able to wipe my own bum. I am overcome with 
trepidation at the prospect of having to actually do it in the future, 
by myself. 

My mother is forcing me to drink some brutal concoction called 
“Tiger’s Milk”. It consists of milk, a raw egg, and some molasses. 
She says that it’s good for me. It’s a sunny kitchen and I’m choking 
it down because it’s good for me. Like I have a choice. 

Author’s note: Most of this seems to be a matter of either joy, or 
trauma. I wish I could remember what happened in Part One. Horrible 
nasty pushy parents, forcing me to be alive. 


The Linearity of Pity and the Little Old Lady of Truth 


Let’s face it: you could clone me, 
And the clone would turn out great. 
You couldn’t even blame it 

On something that she ate! 


I read in the newspaper the other day, somewhere, that 
scientists have just discovered that we Homo Sapiens (well, some of 
us) have, after all, some genes in common with Neanderthal Person 
(ordinarily known as Neanderthal Man, but hey). Somebody did 
something with somebody, ages ago. It’s In The Literature. Up until 
recently it was thought (or felt) that we weren’t related to the 
Primitive Neanderthals at all, (well, not much), and that in fact we 
had killed them off due to our being much more intelligent. 

Interestingly, according to the Latest News, we have some genes 
in common with them, and the only people who don’t have the 
same genes in common with them are Africans, those dastardly 
black people who keep ruining certain peoples’ theories. 

Apparently, the way that people spread out from Africa kind of 
meant that the ones that stayed in Africa (the Africans) didn’t tend 
to leave. So you can find a lot of Neanderthal genes in your basic 
English person or Chinese person, but not so much in your basic 
African person, because the Neanderthals and the other people who 
left Africa (probably because they were kicked out for some reason, 
ahem) were out there killing new animals and each other and 
having sex and stuff, but the Africans just stayed in Africa and 
killed the usual animals, and just had sex with each other and had a 
fine time. 

The difference boils down to the fact that everybody except the 
Africans are more similar to the chimpanzee than your basic 
Africans are. I love this. 

Ahem, chortle, anyway never mind. 

Admittedly, I am not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree. 
Too, I do get most of my information from the science pages of 
newspapers and from National Geographic, but so did my ancestors/ 
fellow tribe members, eg. my Auntie Madeline and Uncle Bob, who 
looked after me one summer when I had a broken leg. They got 
really annoyed when I cut out some nice pictures of ducks from 


their National Geographic magazines, to paste in my quickly 
forgotten scrapbook. (I had been drawing pictures of horses and 
buffalos all over the walls of their cabin, and they were all right 
with that. Sadly, they drew the line, as adults often do, just when I 
was least expecting it.) 

I am now very sorry about the duck pictures. My aunt and uncle 
are dead now, but I am now sorry that I did that. I’m not sure I 
ever apologized. Duh. It was such a stupid thing to do that I 
probably never mentioned it, and neither did they, years later. 
Now, so many years later, well. At the time, at ten years old, I 
thought they were being anal. And I think they hated me a bit for 
wrecking their National Geographic magazines, and never really 
forgave me. BUT: They were such good pictures of ducks, and I was 
making a scrapbook! 

Now. Do you feel SORRY for your ancestors because they are 
dead? Did I feel sorry for my aunt and uncle because they were so 
old, and worried about their National Geographics? I mean, what 
were they going to do with them anyway? You can’t take it with you! 

As I’ve aged, I’ve noticed that there’s an actual feeling-sorry-for 
quotient that increases, or decreases, or something, the older you 
get relative to the older or younger person who is feeling sorry for 
you for being so young or old. When you are really young, of 
course, you are an idiot for being so young. There’s no arguing 
with this. You are. You can’t do anything by yourself and you feel 
dumb. This goes on for a fairly long time, until you get old enough 
to not be felt sorry for for being so young. Then there’s this cool 
period called “The Prime of Your Life” in which stuff is supposed to 
happen. God help you if it doesn’t. Let’s just say it does. Soon 
enough, anyway, a whole new challenge arises: Everybody feels 
sorry for you because you are Getting so Old! 

What is WITH this??? I suppose the only person to complain 
about this would be someone like me, NOW, who is starting to 
notice that people are feeling sorry for me because I’m getting 
OLD. People were condescending and so forth when I was younger, 
and, sadly, the odd person has been condescending to me in the 
Prime of My Life... Good grief, I could tell you stories... but it did 
not occur to me to complain at the time, because I figured that I 
could deal with it... But what do you do about people feeling sorry 
for you because you are Getting Old? 

I mean, um, well, I mean, it um HAPPENS. If I start clipping 


duck pictures out of people’s National Geographic magazines now, 
I’m done for. Rightly so. But it’s not as if I would. At this late date, a 
person has to stop looking like someone who MIGHT. It’s hard, 
when a person starts looking more and more like the picture of 
Neanderthal Man, I mean Person, in National Geographic, c. 1970. 

It is not as if there is anything I can DO about this. I don’t really 
believe that Time is as Linear as it’s cracked up to be, but you’d 
have to watch an awful lot of (recent) National Geographic 
programs to become convinced of that. Anyway, it’s completely 
obvious that the people who are feeling sorry for me now are going 
to be objects of pity themselves, for Getting Old, pretty soon, and 
are just feeling cocky because they are in the Primes of Their Lives. 
I hope they are Getting Something Done. I remember feeling sorry 
for that old woman, there was an old woman, who used to hate us 
for playing under her weeping willow tree. Why did she hate us so 
much? 

Why did she hate us so much? 

I think we were irritating little jerks, that’s why. If I had it to do 
over again, I’d stay off her lawn and let her enjoy her weeping 
willow tree in peace. 

However. What if time isn’t linear? What if I DO have it to do 
over again? Or, eternally? And she, too? 

I bet if we do, we will all have access to the same newspapers 
and National Geographic magazines. Children will be wiser and 
will never cut out duck pictures to paste in fly-by-night scrapbooks. 
No one will ever sneer at anyone on the basis of anything again. 
The Neanderthals will get the credit they deserve, and so will the 
Africans. National Geographic will figure out the details. We will all 
live happily ever after. 


Exclusive Club Challenge 


Well, another brilliant creative literary idea I was having on the 
way up the stairs to my apartment has vanished into thin air. This 
really sucks. By the time I got home, I had had to worry about 
losing my wallet in the course of opening the door after climbing a 
billion flights of stairs (because I just did that, climbed a billion 
flights of stairs, and lost my wallet, a few days ago, for the first time 
in my life, dammit), and about not letting the cats out (because I 
recently did accidentally let one of them out, but luckily it was the 
neutered one and he was hanging around outside in the morning). 
This stuff happens, I know. 

The reason I lost my wallet was that I was moving too fast in the 
dark with a bunch of groceries in my other hand, whilst trying to 
shut the cats in, whilst coming in myself; and the wallet must have 
fallen just outside, after ’'d removed the key from the change part. 

Yes, I admit it. It’s really because of a couple of duh personal 
issues, plus I was tired from endless work. Anyway, plus the stairs. 
OK also, to be frank, I had been talking with a bunch of Nigerians 
outside the corner store beside my house, and it IS the World Cup. 
There are always a lot of Nigerians at the corner store, I don’t know 
why, but we always have interesting arguments. I say, “You guys 
have a terrible reputation for e-mail fraud!” and they say, “Not 
us!” They seem, actually, like nice guys, more or less, but I can 
never figure out what they are doing outside the convenience store 
beside the entrance to my house in Cambodia. On the other hand, 
they can’t figure out what I’m doing in Cambodia either. 

The conversation probably inspired me. 

So, cut me some slack. Please. Even though I lost my wallet a 
few days ago, I still had my key...I got into the apartment, after 
all... and I only lost $100 and the wallet itself. It could have been 
worse. I blame the cats. Luckily, I have some friends; or else I am 
not clear on how I would have borrowed enough money to go get 
some of the money that I had left in the bank. (Never mind how 
much hassle THAT was.) 

Who needs all THAT information? Well, apparently, me. I do. 
Sorry. So What I am wondering is, what on earth was it, that was 
so good that I am now so sad that I have forgotten, on the way up 
the stairs, just now? 


As I got in the door just now, the cats were there, and I was 
thinking, “Don’t forget...” but the cats were very demanding (The 
female has been in heat all week and she sounds like a moose. If 
you have never had a female cat in heat, you have no idea what a 
moose sounds like, take it from me), and I had to pee and placate 
the cats and make sure my wallet was OK. I had not lost the 
brilliant literary idea I had just had on the way up the stairs, but 
still. It was fading. I was thinking, “At least you aren’t being 
complacent about your wallet anymore.” 

Right. You’re right. By the time I got finished peeing and 
petting the cats and giving them food and stuff, I had forgotten 
whatever brilliant thing I was going to say on the way up the 
stairs. I clutched at the remnant of the idea of it that I still had, and 
screamed, “Noooooo.” Whereupon the remnant panicked and 
vanished, too. 

This is just typical. 

If I had a penny, even, for every brilliant thing I was going to 
say. I might have a few bucks. Who knows??? 

You're probably thinking, “Geeze, Julie, at least get that female 
cat spayed!” And I agree with you. It’s right there near the top of 
my list. Seriously. “Mwahhhhh.” Deep. Throaty. Mooselike. Must 
get cat spayed. Must get cat spayed. Mwahhhh. 

Have you ever had a brilliant idea at the bottom of the stairs 
and forgotten it by the top of the stairs, what with one thing and 
another? Well, if you have, let’s start a club. You start. 

Wanna? You have to be very unlikely to remember this question 
in order to get into the club. 


Renting Humans 


She looks at me with those beautiful eyes, her eyebrows are just 
a bit furrowed. She is very self-possessed. Here in the bar she 
never smiles, but Mark tells me she smiles and laughs all the time 
when they are alone. 

I try to say a couple of things in Khmer, and it works: she 
responds enthusiastically in Khmer. Alas, I am a jerk, and I don’t 
understand her. “Som Toe, ot youl,” I say. Sorry, I don’t 
understand. She’s nice about it. She is more or less beautiful, they 
all are... about 20 years old, maybe. 

I ask Mark (in his 40s) where he Got Her. He’s one of the Good 
Ones, in my book. He says he was in one of the girly bars and 
someone pointed her out as a cousin of hers. She was new there 
and cowering in the corner. Mark had been working in Cambodia 
for an NGO, for a few years before that. Mark is not a bad person. 
At all. Seriously. He’s funny and nice. 

Guess he took her out for supper or something. They’ve been 
together ever since. A year? Off and on. 

She is very self-possessed. She isn’t giggly and she isn’t trying to 
please anybody. She has never had to do that, because Mark took 
her out for dinner that night. He just bought her a new dress and a 
camera and some jewelry. They have gone on lots of trips 
together. 

But she knows. 

I ask Mark about his plans. He doesn’t have a job here in 
Cambodia anymore, just the way it goes, and is just hanging around 
before going back to his home country. He says that he has 
explained to her about how he is leaving soon, and that she 
understands. It is not possible for her to come with him. She 
understands that. She will be better off than she would have been 
if he had not met her in the first place, cowering in the corner. 

He will leave her with some money. A few hundred bucks. A 
lot for a Cambodian 20-year-old girl. 

They are going back to their guesthouse after this beer. She isn’t 
drinking...customarily, she is sitting there, mostly silently, waiting 
for him to finish drinking and talking in English, and then they will 
go back to their guesthouse room. I guess then she will probably 
smile and laugh. Mark is funny and they do seem to have a genuine 


connection. 

As they get up and go she casts me another look. I catch it, but I 
don’t know what to do with it. He’s leaving, and once he’s gone, 
he’ll be gone. What will she do then? 

I don’t know. It’s not my problem. 

I have seen horses walk by, being ridden, sometimes, and glance 
at me, sidelong. The look she gives me is the same look as the 
horse, kind of. 


Freedom: Get Real. 


I have been watching a lot of TV lately. A lot of westerners who 
find themselves (were they lost before?) living in Cambodia find 
themselves (aha!) watching more TV than they used to. I watch a 
lot of reality TV shows, a lot from the States and Australia... but I 
have even just gotten to watch Canada’s Next Top Model for the last 
couple of weeks. I’m from Canadia (as a lot of people say, here) 
and there was Canada, on TV, like. Victoria, B.C. Nice. Today was 
the biggie: The skinny girl from Ontario won. 

It’s always a bit of an anti-climax when somebody wins one of 
these things, and then you (or I, anyway... I don’t read fashion 
magazines) never see them again. Blah. What am I doing with my 
life? But I’m waiting for the America’s Next Top Model on Saturday, 
and then there’s always America’s Got Talent; I want to see if the 
ventriloquist beats the singing large sized ladies and the acrobats... 
Not that I’m ever going to Las Vegas to see the winner(s) perform in 
person. 

Go ahead and laugh. Go ahead and sneer. Lots of people do. 
Still, ’'d rather watch Western Reality TV in Cambodia than most 
fiction anywhere. There’s probably something wrong with me but 
that’s where I’m at. 

If it’s fiction, it had better be good. If it’s not good, I get 
annoyed and start thinking, “What the hell, I could write better 
fiction than this!” I’ve watched and read enough bad fiction to be 
totally committed to this opinion. Who wants to waste two hours of 
your life watching a horror movie in which everybody dies at the 
end, for no apparent reason other than that they smoked and/or 
had premarital sex, when you could have wasted two hours of your 
life watching something REAL, like Jerry Springer? AHEM. If it’s 
Reality (even somewhat rarefied), I figure, hmm, well, I took a 
couple of psychology courses in college so this is interesting. Any 
excuse. I don’t care. It IS interesting. Jerry Springer and Simon 
Cowell and the whole staff of American Idol (sorry if I spelled your 
name wrong, Simon, you know we love you) know this. I’m in. 

Anyway, this isn’t exactly what I wanted to write about, but it 
is, sort of. When I’m not watching reality human shows, ’m 
watching reality animal shows. This indicates that I am a worthy 
human being who really cares about the environment and suchlike. 


Hmmm. 

Well, it might be true. I worry sometimes that I am just a 
primate with a typically primate intelligence and curiosity, and 
can’t stop looking at bright, shiny and/or moving, vaguely 
threatening objects on TV. In fact (having actually really taken a 
couple courses in college) I KNOW that there is some kind of issue 
with this. But it won’t pay to get too self-conscious. I have to be 
scientific about this, yet, um, laid back. 

The thing is that compared to the human reality shows, I watch 
an inordinate amount of animal reality shows. I have watched 
more animals kill other animals in the last year, since I came to 
Cambodia (where the cable is better, and cheaper than in Canada) 
than at any other time in my life, probably. I have watched so 
many wild African dogs kill antelope and suchlike that I am an 
expert on how wild African dogs kill antelope and suchlike. Of 
course, everyone knows that lions and hyenas hate each other, but 
did you see the one where the lions and hyenas were so hungry that 
they didn’t argue at all, and just ate the whole zebra together? Did 
you see the one with the guy who has been bitten by a shark three 
times and still insists on surfing? 

One of my favorites, which I have to juggle with my (insert 
country)‘s Top Model shows, is the one on Animal Planet where the 
SPCA rescues all the abused animals. Today there were 32 cocker 
spaniels locked up in cages, and one of them was so badly matted 
that there were maggots crawling around on her because her flesh 
was rotting under the mats. Then it switched to some starving 
horses, one of whom had just died. Fortunately, there was a 
commercial, so I could switch back over to see how Canada’s Next 
Top Model was doing. Then, alas, I had to go to my afternoon’s 
work. But I’m thinking, they wouldn’t have shown us all those dogs 
unless there was going to be an inspiring, happy ending, somewhere 
along the line. 

I do watch CNN for ahem Real News. I do. I watch it in the 
morning before work. I watch it, I watch it! Leave me alone. 

OK so here is what I was going to write about. I live in an 
apartment which is pretty nice inside but doesn’t have much of a 
view. Inside the apartment I keep two horrible cats, which I 
“rescued” from the streets of Cambodia. (In reality, they are bored 
out of their minds in here, and are trying to kill me by eating my 
clothes and trying to dislodge the cable on my cable TV. They are 


always trying to escape, so that I have to slam their heads in the 
door when I come home.) 

Today, right in the middle of one of my Shows, there came a 
horrible keening whining cat mewling sound from through my 
window, across the way from my apartment. These cat noises were 
unearthly and it was the middle of the day. There seemed to be 
two cats making this noise. It sounded awful, and not like they 
were having fun. Not like cats in heat, even. Just awful. I went to 
the window and looked across at the window of the other building 
from which (whence?) the noise seemed to be coming, but I 
couldn’t see anything. My two bored cats jumped up on the kitchen 
counter beside me and listened, too. They looked puzzled and 
worried. 

Then I heard a loud voice yelling in Khmer, and then a loud 
thump. Followed by absolute silence. My cats and I looked at each 
other. We stood or sat (respectively) there for awhile, listening for 
any more signs of cat noises or other action from across the way... 
but all was silent. 

Are they boiling cats over there? Did the cats just make too 
much noise for some other reason and the Khmer guy clubbed them 
with something? Did someone pick them up and cuddle them to 
make them feel better? 

To my cats, I said, “Well, I dunno. At least we’re safe in here.” 
Reluctantly, we all went back to what we were doing... I to 
Canada’s Next Top Model and they to eating my clothes. 

The theme of most of the animal reality shows that I watch is 
that animals should be allowed to be Free. They keep trying to 
return animals to their natural habitats. I mentioned to my cats 
today that if I were to return them to their natural habitat (the 
streets of Phnom Penh, Cambodia) they would as likely as not be 
toast. My cats were not impressed. They tried to get out as I was 
coming in this evening, and I was forced, yet again, to slam their 
heads in the door for their own good. 

They don’t look that unhappy now. Freedom. Well. Get real. 
Gotta go. My show is on. 


Until It Is: A Love Story 


There has always been something wrong with my ass. From the 
very first moment that I was old enough to care—maybe 11 or 12— 
I have been aesthetically dissatisfied with my own ass. I am still 
unhappy about my ass, years and years later, albeit for different 
reasons. What, one might say, a bummer. 

In the old days, the good old days (although, ass-wise, they 
didn’t seem good to me at the time), the problem was that my ass 
was too big. Perhaps on someone else’s body—a body with broader 
shoulders, at least, and preferably larger breasts—my ass would 
have been just fine. Unfortunately, whatever genetic roll of the 
dice that determined that that particular sperm cell and that 
particular egg would meet up (I know I shouldn’t complain; I mean 
I obviously wouldn’t be here to complain, otherwise, but still) has 
left me in the rather annoying position of having two different body 
sizes, fused in the middle by an inconveniently long torso. 

It’s not an actual deformity—I mean, people have never run 
screaming from the sight of me, or ever even been particularly 
sympathetic. I doubt that most people have ever even noticed... 
although once, a friend in university asked me if I was sitting on my 
feet when I was sitting across the table from him in the pub. (I 
wasn’t.) 

Well, the problem has always been just basically my problem. 
There are certain things you just can’t wear when you have short 
legs, a long torso, a top half which is size SMALL and a bottom half 
which is, at best, size MEDIUM. You have to be thinking all the 
time. There are certain combinations, for example, that are just not 
possible, no matter what the current fashion may be. Running 
shoes or hiking boots and the wrong jeans, say... with a tight-fitting 
Harley Davidson tee-shirt. Yeah. The effect is not good. It literally 
looks like two different people stuck together in the middle, and 
you know that if you went out in public like that, people really 
would start feeling sorry for you. 

So, you have to compensate in various ways. High heels help, of 
course. In my twenties, I could sprint for blocks, if need be, in high 
heels. Guys thought I was alluring, intriguing, sexy, because of the 
high heels, and the fact that I could and would sprint in them. 
(Girls would rarely speak to me.) Ha! I was Pulling It Off. Nobody 


realized that I was actually, laboriously, compensating for my god- 
given lack of symmetry. I would have preferred to be sprinting in 
running shoes, believe me. But you have to play the hand you’re 
dealt. 

It probably isn’t fair, but ’ve always blamed my bottom half 
rather than my top half for these problems. Maybe it’s because my 
brain is in my head, which is on my top half, and I feel like I live 
wherever my brain happens to be. Maybe, if my brain were located 
at the base of my spine, I’d feel differently. As it is, however, it has 
always seemed to me that if I could change anything, it would be 
the bottom end. Specifically, although it probably isn’t really fair, 
my ass. 

I did flirt with blaming my breasts for being too small, but 
honestly, I always looked just fine if you took my picture from the 
waist up, wearing just about anything. Or nothing, even. (Those 
were the days.) It’s just that if you tried to take a full-body shot, 
there would be this incongruous, size MEDIUM, bottom half. It 
wasn’t, really, my ass’s fault—I understand this now, sadly, too late 
—but standing in front of a full-length mirror has always made me 
want to do a serious edit. It occurred to me, early on, to get a 
boob-job, but I’ve always been much too busy, poor, and lazy for 
elective surgery. Brushing my hair after taking a shower still seems 
tedious and inordinately time-consuming, for god’s sake. It has to 
be done, but getting breast implants was always so incredibly 
optional that it was never a serious option. 

Padded shoulders helped for awhile. But then they went out of 
style. 

I did think, anyway, that it might be possible to do something 
about my ass. To wit: get rid of it. Well, most of it. Standing in 
front of a full-length mirror and trying to figure out what to cut— 
this was in the days before Photoshop, but when Photoshop came 
out, I immediately understood what to do with it—the solution was 
fairly clear to a pragmatic mind. Short of cutting myself in half, 
excising two inches from my torso, and gluing myself back together 
(way too much work, even if it had been possible), the obvious 
solution was to get rid of my ass. Well, most of it. 

So I tried Not Eating. 

Now, Not Eating is something that, you’d think, would be easy 
for someone who thinks that it’s boring to brush her hair after a 
shower. I mean, Not Eating involves not doing something, and I’ve 


always been in favor of not doing stuff. In fact, Not Eating can be a 
great, short-term way to get rid of your ass (most of it), but it turns 
out that Not Eating isn’t entirely fool-proof either. If you start Not- 
Doing something, it turns out that you immediately want to do it. 

This leads to angst, and (at best) an even bigger ass than you had 
before. I spent a good part of my twenties Not Eating, and 
eventually had to quit stuff I actually didn’t even mind doing, and 
take up Alcoholism, just to get back to where I was before: not Not 
Eating, with an oversized, annoying ass. 

In retrospect, you know, my ass has really dictated a goodly 
portion of my life. But after all the Not Eating and so forth, I did 
finally manage to put my ass, so to speak, behind me. When you’re 
in your forties, nobody’s perfect anymore, and people (you) are 
more forgiving. You can get on with whatever you were not doing 
and think about things for weeks at a time that don’t involve the 
size and shape of your own derriere. 

But this, too, has its pitfalls. Apparently. I don’t know if you 
can tell where this is going, but here’s the thing. I have been living 
in an apartment that doesn’t have a full-length mirror for over a 
year now. (I’ve thought about getting one, but this would involve 
actually doing something, and you know the drill.) This weekend, I 
agreed to dogsit a cute little white dog for some friends who wanted 
to go golfing. The dog and I had the run of the house. As we were 
running around the house (Whee!), I noticed that there was a full- 
length mirror in one of the bedrooms. The sight of a full-length 
mirror rang bells—nay, GONGS—in my head. I need to have a look 
at my ass! It’s been ages since my ass and I have touched base! Yo, 
ass! How ar’ya? 

Um. Hmm. This is a bit disturbing. My ass is (get this!) GONE. 
Not just most of it. ALL of it. It’s not even half-assed. It’s MIA. 

What the hell? There’s a place where it used to be. The 
underlying bones and the overlying skin are still there. My short, 
stumpy legs are still too flabby. Nothing unusual in that 
department. Knees as baggy as ever. As usual, from the waist up, I 
look completely normal. There’s just this small issue of my ass. I 
don’t know if you can tell where this is going... but I don’t know 
where my ass went. It has disappeared. Flown the coop. Taken a 
powder. Set sail for parts unknown. High-tailed it to greener 
pastures. 

You’d think that I would be happy about this, but hell no. Upon 


reflecting upon my reflection, I think that I look too old without my 
ass. I miss my ass. It just figures that, after all we’ve been through 
together, it would disappear when I wasn’t even paying attention. 

My first thought was to quickly eat something. Ice cream, 
Doritos. Something fattening, to lure my ass back. But it’s the 
same problem as ever. Even with luck, I’d end up with gigantic, 
huge, quivering thighs, an upset stomach, and only a rudimentary, 
temporary ass. The cruel truth is that it’s Over. I have to accept 
that my relationship with my ass is done. 

You can call it a matter of Age. I mean, that is what I am going 
to call it. (You have to call it something). Not that anyone is going 
to ask. But if they do, oh GAWD. I’m already thinking about ways 
to camouflage the fact that I have no ass. In jeans, you can’t tell 
that my ass is missing. I’ll wear a towel at the beach except when 
I’m actually in the water. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

I shouldn’t say that my relationship with my ass is done. Jean 
Paul Sartre, the famous Existentialist philosopher, expressed it 
wonderfully in Being and Nothingness when he talked about human 
beings being the only ones who can notice the presence of the 
absence of things. He was wrong; for example, the cute white dog 
obviously misses her owners when they aren’t around—but that’s 
not the point. The point is that I miss my ass. From now on, I am 
probably always going to feel, acutely, the presence of the absence 
of my ass. 

If anyone has seen my ass, umm... please send photos. Tell it 
I’m sorry. (I’m not really sorry. I’m actually annoyed at my ass, as 
usual. Nothing has fundamentally changed. My rear end has been 
a pain in the rear end since I first noticed it, at 11 or 12, and this 
disappearing act isn’t surprising. It’s just typical.) 

It would be stretching the truth to say that I’m not a bit 
bummed. But I’m keeping (what’s left of) my end up. And I’ve 
learned my lesson. You’d think that the size and shape of your own 
butt would be a small thing in the overall scheme of things. But it 
isn’t. Until it is. 


Looking Down on People 


Across the street, there was a woman sitting under a tree with a 
baby at her breast and three other older kids, playing. I had seen 
her before, doing her washing in a bucket under a tree in the nicely 
landscaped park across the street from my new apartment. If the 
kids weren’t hers, well, she at least knew them, because they were 
always together and they hung around and ate together. I think 
they were hers. I dunno. 

I went to have a nap. I had to work later. Hmph. As I was 
sporadically napping, riddled with anxiety about the fact that I was 
probably not going to get enough sleep to be comfortable standing 
in front of a class and teaching later, I could not help but hear the 
shouting from outside and down below my cushy balcony that looks 
out onto the nicely landscaped park. I thought that the shouting 
would probably stop, and I tried to go back to sleep, but the 
screaming and yelling went on. 

It was a woman, shouting in Khmer. She was very, very angry. 

It’s unusual to hear that much shouting, nay, screeching, in 
Phnom Penh, really.... People here prefer to get along. They may 
poison each other later, for all I know (and there is an ongoing issue 
in the newspapers about people throwing acid in other people’s 
faces), but they don’t usually shout much in public. I guess it might 
be, as we westerners say, a Face Thing. Saving Face. You know. 
No Cambodian has ever said anything about it to me, but I must say 
that everyone is very nice here until they get mad, and nobody 
really wants to get mad. 

I went out onto my balcony, which I am very pleased to have, 
from which I can see all kinds of stuff. Before, I lived in a place 
without a balcony, and couldn’t see anything except other people’s 
windows; but now I can go outside and even have a plant. (Its 
name is Steve.) I can worry about whether my cats will jump off, 
which they never do. I can, if I want, sit outside in my free time 
and watch people living their lives down below. Interesting fact: 
People, like horses, rarely look up. 

I just spy. Nobody has noticed me so far. 

When I saw that it was the woman with the kids and the man 
with only one leg who were shouting at each other, I craned my 
neck. Mostly the woman was doing the shouting and the man was 


standing there, balanced on his crutches and making the odd 
(apparently really annoying) rejoinder. 

Some people had dropped some stuff (white chunks of 
Styrofoam, maybe) that the three youngest children had been 
playing with. (I don’t know where the baby was in all this.) If the 
stuff hadn’t been broken before, it was broken now. The children 
had played a bit with the pieces of the broken stuff, and now they 
were standing around looking at the broken stuff. The shortest one 
had his thumb in his mouth, and the other two were looking around 
for opportunities. 

At some point, the second tallest one kicked the shortest one in 
the back, at which point I gasped. He fell right over onto the nice 
cement walkway around the nicely landscaped park which I can see 
from my balcony, looking like general paralysis was about to 
ensue. Then he got up and resumed sucking his thumb. The tallest 
one came and kicked him in the back, straight down again, at 
which point I gasped again. He fell down, got up, and resumed 
sucking his thumb. This continued more or less endlessly, except 
when things got especially interesting among the adults below me, 
as I watched from my cushy apartment balcony at which no one 
looks up. 

The woman would not shut up. I don’t know what she was 
saying because, although I am taking Khmer lessons, I do not 
understand the language well enough to know. I heard the word, 
“Jow!” which means “robber” in Khmer. So maybe someone 
accused someone of stealing something. 

The guy with only one leg had been standing around in front of 
my apartment when I moved in. One of my friends who had been 
helping me move, who speaks a bit of Khmer, relayed that he had 
been in the army but lost his leg from a landmine. He was around a 
lot, always wearing a beige uniform of some kind. I had nodded to 
him on my way in, but never really talked to him. I’m busy, man. 

Anyway, so I had seen them both. I had watched the woman 
doing laundry in a bucket and wringing it out and pouring out the 
water and suckling her baby and feeding the kids, under the tree 
across (and DOWN; this is important) from my apartment. The guy 
with one leg had seemed nice enough as I was moving in. 

Next thing you know... Well, I had given up on sleep and went 
inside to make a sandwich... When I got back out, there was a 
Brawl going on. The screaming woman and the one-legged man 


were actually entwined on the ground. His crutches were about 
twenty feet away. He was grabbing onto her hair and she was 
pounding away at him. People were standing around, but no one 
was interfering, initially. Apparently there is no 911 in Cambodia. 
The kids kind of stood there and watched. Occasionally one of 
them would kick a piece of broken stuff, but no one thought to kick 
Thumb-sucker at that point. 

Since there is no 911 in Cambodia, I called my friend, who shall 
remain nameless, who is from the USA and has worked in a helping 
capacity (I suppose you could say) in Cambodia for four years. I 
told her what was going on. I just told her; didn’t tell her I was 
horrified or anything, because I really wasn’t. I have been living 
here for a couple of years, too, so I am not as green as I used to be. 
My friend has got an even cushier balcony than I do, with an even 
better view, and has been living here longer than I have, but she 
was interested and supportive. She has seen some stuff from her 
balcony, you betcha, and tried to fix it. So don’t get me wrong; 
when she laughed, she laughed with the requisite amount of 
frustrated anguish. But she did laugh. 

I felt a bit better. 

In the course of this conversation on my cell phone, I looked 
down from my cushy balcony and found that I had been (not quite) 
able to keep tabs on the situation. Honestly, I don’t know how it 
happened, but the woman was back up, the one legged guy was 
back up, and he was hopping around on his leg while the woman 
attacked him. Between him and the woman was a guy who was 
waving his arms around, trying to keep them apart, ostensibly (heh 
heh) to protect the one-legged guy. It took a couple of minutes for 
me to notice that the guy who was waving his arms had no hands. 

So, we got this one-legged guy and a guy with no hands, pitted 
against an extremely angry woman who will NOT SHUT UP, and 
three kids standing around, one sucking his thumb between bouts of 
getting kicked onto the nice tiled pavement of the landscaped park 
by (I guess) his elder brothers. Dunno where the baby is. 
Somebody probably has him/her. 

It all reminded me, of course, of stuff in Canada. I guess the 
main difference would have to be that, most of the time, people 
aren’t missing hands or legs in Canada. And it’s too cold to live ina 
park in Canada, most of the time. And someone would stop you if 
you tried. 


How it ended: Nobody got killed, or even hurt. Eventually, 
some of the people who had been standing around intervened and 
cheered everybody up. A couple of women came over and fixed the 
woman’s hair. The guy with no hands got a cigarette and a light 
from someone, and smoked it by holding it between his stumps. 
Everyone was really helpful towards him, and if he wanted a drink 
they would put it between his stumps so he could drink it himself. 
It was all very practical and pragmatic. You didn’t get the sense 
that he was really disabled, apart from having no hands, which was 
obviously par for the course. 

Somebody brought the one-legged guy’s crutches back. 
(Somehow, they, the crutches, had made it all the way across the 
street while I was eating my sandwich and talking on the phone.) 
He went and sat on one of the benches in the park which has the 
logo of a local bank here, and had a smoke or whatever with some 
of the other guys. 

The woman walked around a bit, looking busy, and her kids 
followed her. After awhile, she walked away (I think she had the 
baby with her, but I couldn’t swear to it), looking frustrated and 
still angry. I don’t know where she went. I haven’t seen either her, 
or her kids, or the one-legged guy, since then. I had to go to work 
after that. I’m busy, man. 

I wonder where they are. I hope they are all okay. 


Who Wrote This Drivel I mean Great Book? 


Well, here it is. Get yourself a drink, sit down, turn on your 
reading lamp, and prepare to be entertained. 

Ok ok, let me set the stage. The deal is this. You have to guess 
which famous author I am referring to, alluding to, whatever. If 
you get it right, you can’t make me stop because I will have no way 
of knowing that you guessed it. You can just skip to the end, of 
course (so could we all, but that would be cheating. Sad fact about 
this: there is no answer at the end, sorry). Anyway, just check this 
out. 

I have just been reading a (blank, you have to guess the author) 
novel, and whenever that happens, I always end up having a 
tendency to over-journalize everything, including how big my latest 
booger was (that should be a dead giveaway right there), and what 
I thought about it (ahem). What I put into my sandwich yesterday 
at noon, why it was necessary, difficult, but not impossible, to slice 
the onion into tiny pieces, and what I muttered to myself while I 
looked into the fridge and found that the only tomato had gone all 
mushy, like an ominous shrunken head, but what could an 
ominous-looking tomato really MEAN, anyway? Sometimes a 
tomato is just a tomato, RIGHT? Hint: NO. 

Do you know who it is yet? I have no way of knowing whether 
you know or not, so Ill just carry on. The landlord will not fix my 
air-conditioning system, and believe me, it really pisses me off. I 
really do have actual issues with my fridge; he won’t fix that either. 
The guy doesn’t even speak English and I don’t like to argue with 
people, I’m a nice person. There’s nothing that I can do about my 
FRIDGE with the shrunken headed TOMATO in it, because the 
landlord will not help me with it or show any interest at all. 
Anyway, I don’t have a real tomato in my fridge, that’s just fiction. 
That’s just part of the story. 

I would not expect this to ring any bells because I am cutting to 
the chase much sooner than the author in question, whose name 
you are supposed to be guessing, would have. Except possibly, this 
author, to whom I am referring, might have inserted something at 
the beginning to catch your attention, which I haven’t, admittedly. 
OK, so... 

She woke up screaming. A giant tomato (or potato maybe?) 


head or something was leering at her with horrible leaking eyes! 
Boooh! EEK. She leapt out of bed and ran to her laptop. When she 
tried to turn it on, it made annoying beeping noises. The screen 
turned on and off. Cursing and weeping, she unplugged it and 
hoped that battery would last long enough for.... 

Now that we have gotten that over with, can we please 
continue? Thanks. 

That day, it was a Tuesday at around 3 PM but it might have 
been 2 PM, she had a helluva time deciding whether to wear her 
pink dress or her blue outfit, which consisted of a polka-dotted tank 
top and very tight jeans. She thought that the jeans might make her 
look too fat, but she felt that at least, even if they did, people who 
saw her wearing them would get the impression that she was at 
least trying... trying to... well... Oh God, she thought. I don’t want 
to think about (um) Steve anymore. She bit her lip. Then she 
wondered whether to buy another can of creamed corn or not, but 
she couldn’t decide, so she decided to wait until she got back to the 
store to make up her mind. 

Even then, there was something ominous about the tomato (for 
example) but there was no time for that because she had to brush 
her teeth with the special new toothpaste she had acquired from the 
corner store the day before, where old Mr. Matthews had said (as 
he always did), “Brush em or hush em!”, how incredibly scene- 
setting! The guy had a grizzled beard and the floor boards of the 
old store were worn and creaky. There were several different dusty 
jars of worms in the corner. Presumably each worm was different, 
too. An old woman shuffled around in the background and peered 
dustily around the corner at her, our protagonist, you know, when 
she bought the toothpaste, but nothing had happened until she 
asked if they had any mayonnaise. At this point, there had been a 
loud thud and a (dusty) jar of mayonnaise had rolled down the aisle 
towards her. Old Mr. Matthews had picked up the jar as it hit his 
grubby old boot and proffered it to her. “Spread it dead,” he said 
with an unlikely chuckle. (An unlikely chuckle? Yep.) 

Now at this point one would like to think that some of this 
might have something to do with the plot. Hell no. We’re just 
building suspense here. I suppose the tomato might have some 
vague tangential symbolic connection with what happens later, but, 
well, what do you think? Dunno. 

We don’t even know where this girl with the tight jeans comes 


from, or what she is doing with an over-ripe tomato in her fridge, 
do we? Do we know who Steve is? No, we don’t. But we want to 
know, don’t we? 

Sure we do. Anyone who goes to the corner store for the second 
time in two days, and meets someone who says, “Spread it dead” 
with an unlikely chuckle just after a dusty jar of mayonnaise has 
leapt off the shelf and rolled towards him... WELL. I want to 
know. I want to know what happened to Steve. Who the hell is 
Steve? Or... (ominous noises) WAS Steve? What is the protagonist 
going to try to make with the creamed corn??? What on earth has 
she been doing with the creamed corn? Why does anyone want two 
cans of creamed corn in two days? 

I have had a can of creamed corn for over six months and I 
haven’t been able to think of a single thing to do with it, much less 
eat it. I tell you no lie. 

The whole thing is so incredibly intriguing that even I, who am 
writing this, wish that somebody else had written it so that I could 
pay $20 for it before I get on an airplane and doze off reading it. 
Do you know who it is yet? 


Notes from the Writers’ Block 


“You just don’t have an ear for dialogue,” Roger muttered. 

“Yes, I do,” he replied. 

“Well, what’s the problem, then?” 

“T didn’t say there was a problem.” 

“Yes, you did.” 

“Did not.” 

“You implied it.” 

Roger moaned to himself and wandered into the kitchenette, 
scratching his buttocks. If Roger had been American, he would 
have scratched his ass. 

“T just can’t think of anything,” he said, returning to the table 
and picking up his pen. 

“You’re drinking beer?? It’s only eight o’clock in the morning!” 

“Oh, fuck off. Shut up.” 

“You really mean that?” 

“Yes.” 

Roger and his pen sat for a moment in silence. 

“Alright,” Roger said. “Go ahead.” 

“Go ahead and do what? You told me to shut up. I’m shut. 
Up.” 

“Tm sorry,” Roger said, finally. “Let’s cooperate for once and 
get something done.” 

“Well, you could cook something,” Roger replied grudgingly. 
“Tm feeling a bit peckish.” If he had been American, he would 
have been able to eat a horse. 

“Oh Gawd,” said Roger. He lit a cigarette and had a swig of 
beer. Roger’s two cats, who were lying on the table waiting for him 
to stop trying to write, blinked at him patiently when they saw him 
looking vacantly in their direction. 

“T’ve already fed you,” he said, absently. “Too many adverbs in 
one go.” If Roger had been American it would have been too many 
adverbs in a row. 

“You’ve already fed them.” 

“T know. I just said that.” 

“Pancakes?” 

“We don’t have any eggs.” 

Roger sighed. Was it going to be like this forever? 


“We have tons of food. It doesn’t have to be pancakes,” Roger 
prodded. If he had been American, it would have been lots, and he 
might have poked. If he had been British, it probably wouldn’t 
have been pancakes. 

“Maybe it’s not dialogue that’s your problem,” Roger said. 


One Time (Anecdotes) 


There was this one time when John was really little, and he 
threw a ball up in the air, high up in the sky, and the ball... 
never came down!!! 


Another time, much later, he ate a lot of mushrooms for three 
weeks and also had the hiccups for the same three weeks. He could 
not be bothered to take steps to get rid of them, I guess. Eventually 
they ran out of mushrooms. John did not have the hiccups when I 
met him. 


Rob told me that his earliest memory was being in his crib and 
playing with brown stuff which later (much later) turned out to 
have been poo. He said it was a beautiful warm sunny day and that 
he still felt good about it. 


I remember being old enough to walk and grab things, and 
stealing some plastic butterflies at a supermarket and getting 
caught. I held the package behind my back and had a sinking 
feeling, which remains familiar, as three adults (my parents and the 
lady who worked there) confronted me. They looked like 
something in a cowboy movie. 


Mike says he went for a long walk down into a gully in the 
middle of nowhere with a girlfriend, and when they got there, there 
was a supermarket shopping cart lying up-ended and buried in the 
dirt, as if it had been there for years. Mike figures the aliens did it. 
He did not investigate further because of the possible alien 
connection. 


Another time, Mike was stoned on acid and could see all the 
pieces of paper and plastic that people had left lying around in the 
woods, glowing in the dark. It was night, so everything that wasn’t 
a natural part of the forest glowed. When he went back the next 
day, no longer (as?) stoned, he found all the pieces of paper and 
plastic where he’d thought he’d seen them. 


One time, I was camping with John and some other people, and 


I went to the campsite outhouse to pee. When I peed, I heard 
grunting and squealing noises coming from the bottom of the 
outhouse underneath me. I peered into the hole but couldn’t see 
anything. I went back to the campsite and reported that some 
animal was stuck in the bottom of the hole in the outhouse. I 
wanted to save it, but we were supposed to be leaving right away 
and nobody wanted to get into it, so we left. 


Lorne says that he and Clay once decided to ride horses to 
Mexico, so they set out on stolen horses to ride from somewhere 
around Calgary. But they did not make it to the Montana border. I 
can’t remember but I think they just quit. Another time, Lorne was 
in a Zodiak with some other people, in the ocean, trying to smuggle 
marijuana or something between the US and B.C., and some killer 
whales surfaced all around them and peered at them. It was very 
dark, and the killer whales looked at the people and the people 
looked at the killer whales. Nothing happened. If you mention 
whales to Lorne, he will tell you about it. 


One time when John and I were living in Vancouver, this guy 
we knew not very well phoned up and asked to speak to John. 
John agreed to lend him $100 and then handed me the phone 
back. To the guy, I said, “Why didn’t you ask ME?” He said, “You 
would have said no.” 

He came and got the money. A week later we heard that he was 
dead. It’s true, I would have said no. 


Something Missing 


Mark looked at Tracy and Tracy looked at Mark. 

Tracy looked down at her somewhat roundish stomach and 
Mark looked down at his own. Tracy wasn’t pregnant and Mark 
wasn’t, either. They were both just somewhat overweight. 

Their feet were up on the same coffee table and they were 
sitting on the same couch. They were in front of the same TV. Or, 
it was in front of them. It went like this: TV; coffee table; Mark and 
Tracy; couch. Or, vice versa. 

Something, however, was missing. 

It was time to watch their favorite show. It was a cooking show. 
It was great. The show was great; you could see various contestants 
competing to win a lot of money, you could watch people cook 
exotic food you’d never heard of, you could watch people eat the 
food. There were real Chefs, who had a lot of experience and 
authority, tasting the food and looking very serious about it. People 
would get kicked off the show and soldier bravely on, having 
shaken hands with the Chef(s), vowing never to quit cooking, in 
spite of having been eliminated. Mark and Tracy loved this show. 
And it was on. 

But, there was something missing. 

Tracy started it. “It’s ON!” she said to Mark. 

“My point, exactly,” Mark said. “I think you should look into it.” 
“No, seriously. It’s just a ... Oh.” 

It had been a commercial. But it wasn’t anymore. The 
contestants were making a six-layer devil’s food cake. There were 
twelve contestants, so it was going to be a long time before they 
finished screwing up their cakes and being judged by the judges. 
Tracy and Mark stopped bickering and both stared fixedly at the 
television, occasionally adjusting one or two of their feet. They 
usually kept their feet stacked on top of each other on the coffee 
table; they were a sweet couple. 

Apart from the fact that there was something missing. 

When the next commercial finally came, Tracy launched herself 
bravely off the couch. “I’m hungry,” Mark pointed out, in her 
wake. 

“Tm on it!” Tracy yelled. 

In the kitchen, she tripped over the dog, whose name was also 


Tracy. That’s just the way things go sometimes. Mark had thought 
it was cute that his girlfriend, thence to be his bride, had the same 
name as his dog. Who names a dog Tracy? Mark. The dog was 
named after his grandmother. Who has a grandmother named 
Tracy? Mark. Luckily, Mark’s wife, Tracy, liked the dog, so there 
usually wasn’t much friction. 

“Melph,” said Tracy (the dog), rolling over on her back and 
waving her legs in the air when Tracy (the human) tripped over 
her. “Melph,” said Tracy (the human). 

Tracy (the dog) didn’t have a problem with Tracy (the human), 
even when she crashed into her, as she just had. Humans did that a 
lot, maybe because Tracy was always lying on the floor, being old 
and fat. Tracy and Tracy liked each other. Tracy was getting old 
and fat, and so was Tracy. Tracy, since she was already almost on 
the floor anyway, scratched Tracy’s belly while she was almost 
down there. 

But there was something missing. 

“Dammit! Mark!” 

“What?” 

“Mark, get your ass in here right now! I can’t deal with this!” 

“Tcan’t! It’s ON again.” 

There was no arguing with Mark when he was using that tone of 
voice. He had a PhD in Economics from Chicago. 

“Fine!” Tracy, in one fluid motion, turned off the burner on the 
stove, grasped the frying pan, stepped over Tracy, opened the back 
door, and flung the burning remnants of their ... whatever it was 
going to be... into the back yard. “I think it was fish,” she said to 
Tracy. The dog had gotten laboriously to her feet and was sniffing 
at the door. Tail wagging slowly. “Forget it,” said Tracy. “You can 
have some of this.” 

“Are you coming or not?” Mark, in the living room, was getting 
upset. Tracy could tell. She had a Masters in Psychology and ten 
years of experience working in a private school for the Gifted. 

“I can’t believe you’re acting like this. Why can’t the MAN do 
something once in awhile??” she shouted, staring at the microwave 
oven and listening for the countdown beeps. 

“Philippe’s forgotten to ... omigod, he forgot the middle layer of 
the cake!” Mark was losing his grip. He couldn’t be left to handle 
this alone. 

Tracy, the dog, shrugged, as only a dog can do, and wandered 


into the living room to join Mark. A long time ago, she had 
considered going into some sort of Rescue Dog thing, but had never 
gotten around to it. 

Tracy, the human, tripped over Tracy, the dog, on the way in, 
but would have managed to land the microwaved pizza on the 
coffee table, had it not glanced off Mark’s foot. 

“Did I miss anything? Shit!” 

Mark and Tracy watched the dog eat their microwaved pizza. 
Out of the corners of their eyes. Three challengers were being 
eliminated based on their poor cake performances. 

“TJ missed the whole thing,” she said sadly, to Mark, when the 
last commercial came on. 

“Oh, not really. It’s just a stupid cooking show,” Mark said. 
“But I’m feeling hungry for some reason.” 

Tracy (the dog) burped. 


Cathy 


People made fun of her, and I did too. She was fat, and I was 
fairly popular at the time. We were in grade 5. 

I don’t know where she came from; she was one of the new 
kids. I was new too, having only been at the school for a year. But 
the other kids hadn’t been mean to me. Later, in grade 6, things 
could turn mean, really fast, but at the time, I was pretty 
complacent. If you weren’t extraordinarily fat, or strange, and 
could skip rope properly, you could probably hold your own. 

Cathy, her name was. Cathy. She always wore a blue skirt and 
some kind of baggy top, ankle socks... nothing terribly unusual, I 
guess, but she always looked out of place. Maybe it was the blue 
skirt(s). Maybe because she was a bit big and overweight. 

It’s a dog-eat-dog world in elementary school. I don’t know 
where Cathy came from, but she wasn’t properly armed, I guess. 
She was, perhaps, too pleasant, or something; maybe she didn’t 
have a hard enough look, or she didn’t have anything about her to 
overcome the fact that she was, let’s face it, overweight. 

She wasn’t THAT overweight. She was just tall for her age, and 
quite chunky. I can still see her in my mind’s eye, but I can’t quite 
put a finger on what was wrong with her. Maybe it’s because 
nothing was wrong with her. Maybe she was just new. 

In grade 3, or grade 4, when you moved to a new school, it was 
no big deal. It was a bit stressful, but you just dealt with it. People 
would come up to you and say, “Want to play marbles?”— or 
hopscotch, or something, and you would say “Sure,” and then you 
would have friends. (I don’t know what it’s like now, having not 
been in elementary school for years.) Of course, kids (and teachers) 
could be terribly mean even in grade 1, but it was more difficult to 
get in trouble then. You had to be peeing your pants or really 
really strangely dressed or something, before you were regarded as 
a lost cause. 

In Cathy’s case, you could tell right away that even the teacher 
didn’t like her. Cathy didn’t, whatever else she may have looked 
like, look like she came from an important family. There was a sort 
of a sneer on the teacher’s face, or so I remember it, when she 
introduced Cathy to our class. And Cathy just sort of stood there in 
her blue skirt, and said, “Hi.” 


I wasn’t really paying attention to the details, but it quickly 
became obvious that Cathy had become unpopular among us, me 
included (because I was, of course, part of the dog-eat-dog world of 
Grade 5). I don’t know what she did, or didn’t do; I was busy 
maintaining my own popularity by skipping or playing marbles or 
saying witty things. (I wish I could remember what counted as 
witty in Grade 5; it might come in handy now.) Anyways, nobody 
liked her. 

Every time she tried to say something, people would laugh at 
her. It didn’t matter what she said; she couldn’t do anything right. 
I thought it was a bit strange at the time, but even the teacher 
seemed to go along with it to a certain extent. There were thirty of 
us in the class, so maybe she felt the same way that we did: 
strength in numbers. 

Cathy herself didn’t have much in her own defense. She had 
said “Hi,” and nobody had liked her... her confidence had probably 
wained in accordance with the way things were going. I didn’t 
really totally understand how she might have felt until the next 
year, in Grade 6, when all my friends turned on ME. (I grew a 
whole inch, and was suddenly lumpy and ungainly, and ... I don’t 
know. I don’t know why they turned on me. But that’s another 
story, right?) 

We had fun making Cathy’s life miserable. The teacher never 
asked Cathy any questions, ostensibly because if she’d answered, no 
matter what she said, it would have been wrong. When the teacher 
was out of the room, we would grab Cathy’s stuff and run around 
with it, threatening to throw it out the window and suchlike. One 
time, I made myself very popular by taunting her like a bullfighter 
with her own lunch. I waved her brown paper lunch bag in front of 
her face, so close that she made a lunge for it, and then she chased 
me around the room, over desks, over the teacher’s desk, back to 
her desk, where I lowered it with supreme contempt, with two 
fingers, just before she arrived to grab it. Everybody cheered. 

I don’t know what the other students were thinking, but I felt a 
bit bad—if you could say that about a 5th grader—about the whole 
thing. In my heart of hearts, I knew that Cathy hadn’t done 
anything to deserve this. That wasn’t the point. The point was to 
maintain one’s standing and popularity in the dog-eat-dog world of 
Grade 5. The teacher, who (I’d sort of expected) would do 
something about it, wasn’t doing anything. I had travelled a lot, 


and by this time it was my third school. I might have even been at 
more schools than the teacher had. 

Whatever. At some point, the teacher said we had to form into 
pairs and work on some project. And for some reason I went and 
sat with Cathy. I didn’t have to; there were other, less “disgusting” 
kids I could have sat with. I did it on purpose. I did it in such a 
way that the other kids thought that I was doing it, somehow, to 
make fun of Cathy: to make her think that I was being her friend. 
So I wasn’t losing any face by sitting with Cathy. 

Condescendingly, I sat down beside Cathy. But my heart wasn’t 
really in my condescension. And Cathy was so glad to see me—she 
just started right in, explaining to me what she thought our project 
should look like. She wasn’t even grateful... just glad to have 
someone to work with. 

I couldn’t help but get interested in the project (whatever it 
was). Cathy wasn’t bad to work with. We got a not bad result. 
People’s attitudes towards Cathy sort of mellowed after that, and 
they didn’t turn mean towards me (until the next year, which was 
unrelated). Cathy went on to a new school before the term was 
even over. 

Years later, I still wonder if Cathy remembers me, why I 
remember Cathy so vividly, and why the teacher didn’t help us. We 
were only in Grade 5. I am vaguely proud of myself for sitting with 
Cathy for that project. True story. 


The Brookswood Bums 


Whenever there’s an election, the cynics come out in droves. 
Not necessarily to vote, because they are cynical; but they can 
usually be lured into talking about whether they’re going to vote or 
not, and if not, why not. 

One of the main reasons that people give for not planning to 
vote, or for not voting as a matter of principle, is that “It won’t 
make any difference.” 

Now, there are two distinct possible things that this might mean, 
and both of them are enough to get me standing on my chair and 
yelling and waving my arms around, potentially knocking 
everyone’s beer over. One of the two possible things is just plain 
unacceptable and I won’t buy it! I wave my arms around a lot 
because I disagree with it as a good reason for not voting. The 
other of the two possible things is kind of worrisomely possibly 
true, I think, and I do sort of buy it. I wave my arms around a lot 
over this one because I have a really good anecdote which 
illustrates the possible worrisome truth of the matter about voting. 
I'll save the latter (and the anecdote) for last and debunk the former 
first. 

Interpretation Number One of “It won’t make any difference.” 

The first thing that “It won’t make any difference” often means, 
when given as a reason for not bothering to vote, is that hey, just 
one person’s measly little vote only counts as one person’s measly 
little vote. Nobody is going to notice if one person does or does not 
vote. Usually when election results come in, the candidates win by 
much bigger numbers than ONE! So if I don’t vote, it’s not going to 
make any difference anyway. Even if I do vote, it’s only one vote, 
and won’t make any difference anyway. There are so many other 
voters. Either my preferred candidate will win or not; and he or she 
will win or not, whether or not I vote. So I’m not going to vote, 
because it won’t make any difference anyway. 

This can actually be a tempting way to think, especially when 
you live in an area (and KNOW you live in an area) where you are 
vastly outnumbered by people who do NOT support your favorite 
candidate or party. I have lived in such areas almost ALL MY LIFE. 
Only once in my long and frustrating history of trudging out to vote 
has my preferred candidate/party actually won an election!! And 


that time, they won by enough votes that they would have won 
anyway, even if I hadn’t voted. So in fact, it wouldn’t have made 
any difference if I hadn’t voted. One is tempted to just move 
somewhere where people share your political views, just to be on 
the winning side once in awhile. (And you wouldn’t have to trudge 
out and vote, in that case!) 

It’s really depressing in western Canada during a national 
election, if you are hoping to elect a particular Prime Minister, 
because by the time the polls close in B.C., the result is usually 
already pretty obvious, based on what everyone did in the east a 
few hours earlier. There are so many people living and voting in 
eastern Canada that not a few westerners have just shrugged 
bitterly and not bothered to vote, because “it won’t make any 
difference”. (We had this problem with Canadian Idol, too. The 
pasty lame guy from Ontario who looked like a waiter won, when it 
was obvious that the cool cowboy guy from Calgary was the much 
better singer. There were just more people in Ontario and that was 
that.) 

Well, tempting as it may be to think that you shouldn’t bother to 
vote, based on this kind of reason, you had better not think this, 
because I will stand on my chair and wave my arms around and 
knock your beer over. Here is what I will say: 

“You idiot! What if everybody thought that way? Then nobody 
would vote! The people whose candidates were losing in the polls 
would not vote because they’d expect other people to outvote them, 
and the people whose candidates were winning would not vote 
because they’d expect other people to do the voting for them! But 
then... aha! Suppose YOU are the only person who does NOT think 
that way? You could determine the whole election all by yourself 
just by going out and voting! Go vote! Geeze!!! You never know! 
If YOU think that you have a good reason for not voting, it’s just 
possible that other voters will think so too (what, you think you are 
the only rational agent in the country?); in which case they won’t 
vote, and YOU can (irrationally) make a difference! 

“Apart from these paradoxical game-theoretical considerations,” 
I will shriek, “people DIED so YOU would have a right to have an 
input into what kind of government we have. You sit there 
complaining about the government all the time but you don’t even 
vote! If you aren’t even going to exercise your rights and try to DO 
something about it, you shouldn’t complain about the 


government!” 

As you can see, I am a lot of fun to go out for drinks with. And 
not in a nice way. Especially if you try to argue that you shouldn’t 
bother to vote based on Interpretation Number One of “It won’t make 
any difference.” 

However, there is the odd occasion where the person who isn’t 
planning to vote, because “It won’t make any difference,” means 
something else, and at these times I get kind of pensive and nod 
sagely, and then I jump up on my chair and wave my arms around 
trying to get people to listen to my anecdote about democracy in 
the (so-called) free world. 

Interpretation Number Two of “It won’t make any difference.” 

The idea here is that there is no point in voting because the 
candidates, parties, platforms on offer (at least, the main 
contenders) are so similar that no matter how you vote, you are 
going to get essentially the same result anyway. Sure, so-and-so 
says he is going to cut spending, and so-and-so says he is going to 
fix the roads and create employment... whatever, whatever... in the 
long run, no matter what the party in power is, it’s still going to be 
checked and balanced by the other party or parties, by whatever 
corrupting influences are operating (be as cynical as you like here; 
let’s assume there are lots!), and furthermore, the ability to do 
anything is so incredibly dependent on factors, both domestic and 
global (and obviously intertwined) which are not in the 
government’s control. 

Ideologically, the main contenders in, say, both Canada and the 
United States are not REALLY very different. America’s Democrats 
and Republicans are both to the right of Canada’s most right-wing 
main contender in any election; from a Canadian’s point of view, 
there isn’t all THAT much to choose between them. No matter who 
wins the next election in the States, America is not going to change 
all THAT much. In Canada, the Conservatives are “conservative,” 
but so are the Liberals, really. They aren’t going to make any really 
radical changes if they get elected next time. There are other 
parties, but not enough people ever vote for them. So what’s the 
point in voting? It won’t make any difference anyway. 

This is the argument, anyway. It’s the “I’m not going to vote 
because there’s nothing to choose from” argument. 

Now, in Canada, at least, it’s not literally the case that there is 
nothing to choose from. In a federal election, there are always lots 


of parties on the ballot, and you can even vote for the Communist 
Party if you want to. There are lots of loony parties you can vote 
for if you want to. This isa democracy! Yeah! You have a choice! 
Get out and vote! If you think the Communist Party, or the 
Marijuana Party, or whoever, should be in charge, go vote! If they 
win, they win! This isa democracy! Right? 

This is the part where I get pensive. And now comes the part 
where I start waving my arms around and try to get people to listen 
to my anecdote. I start out by yelling, “Do you REALLY believe that 
you would be allowed to vote for the Marijuana Party if there were 
really a remote chance that they would get elected??” 

Anecdote: The Brookswood Bums 

Back in Grade 9, in BC’s lower mainland, I moved to a 
neighbourhood where the population was increasing and they had 
to build a new school. I was lucky enough to be one of the students 
at Brookswood Secondary School (because the subdivision was 
called Brookswood) when it came time to decide on the school 
motto and team name. This was B.C., back in the late 70’s, and we 
were an open-minded, progressive, democratic type of province. So 
the principal, who was open-minded, progressive and democratic, 
called an assembly after lunch on a Friday and told us all that we 
were supposed to democratically decide what we wanted our school 
team name and motto to be. Suggestions were submitted in writing 
by the students, put into a hat, and then these were read out loud 
on the podium by the vice-principal, who was also open-minded, 
progressive and democratic. 

We got the usual range of boring stuff: “Brookswood Tigers: 
Let’s Roar!”; “Brookswood Broncos: Let’s Stomp ‘em!” ... whatever. 
We were all sitting there on the floor of the gym thinking about 
what we were going to do after school (by this time it was about 
two in the afternoon and we were supposed to go home at three). 

But then the vice-principal pulled another piece of foolscap out 
of the hat. He looked at it and he paused and he probably 
remembers making the decision, but he decided to read it to us. 

“Brookswood Bums: Let’s Wipe Em!” 

YES! The whole gym went wild. This is what we wanted! We 
wanted to be the Brookswood Bums! We wanted to Wipe Em! 

At first the vice-principal thought it was funny. Everybody did. 
He read a few other boring submissions (we were all still chuckling 
and weren’t really listening anymore) and then it was time to vote. 


The first time we voted, none of the other contenders got any votes, 
and when “Brookswood Bums: Let’s Wipe Em” was read, we all 
went wild again. Every hand went up. 

Ha ha, the vice-principal still thought it was funny, but he was 
looking concerned. He said something along the lines of, “Yes, kids, 
that is funny but now let’s get down to business,” and read all the 
choices to us again. 

Same result. We wanted to be The Brookswood Bums and we 
wanted to Wipe Em! 

By this time it was about 2:45 and we were supposed to go 
home in fifteen minutes. 

A consultation was held between the vice-principal and the 
principal. The principal then got up on the stage and tried to 
reason with us. He said, as I recall, that we shouldn’t choose that 
name because other schools would laugh at us. He was in favor of 
“Brookswood Tigers: Let’s Roar!” 

Another vote. Same result. We wanted to be the Brookswood 
Bums. We wanted to Wipe Em! It was now after three. 

Everyone wanted to go home, but it became apparent that we 
weren’t going to be allowed to leave until we had decided on our 
team name and motto. Never mind that we HAD decided on our 
team name and motto. Another vote was taken. 

This time, a few people capitulated and voted for “Tigers”. They 
still weren’t allowed to leave, because the rest of us stuck to our 
vote. 

It was about four o’clock when the principal finally got a 
majority vote for “Brookswood Tigers: Let’s Roar!” I was among the 
minority who were still voting for the Bums, but even I was getting 
fed up by that point. What difference did it make? I wanted to go 
home. 

In fact, it didn’t make any difference to my life that our school’s 
team name was “Brookswood Tigers”, but I have never forgotten 
the fact that we weren’t allowed to vote for what we wanted to vote 
for. What kind of vote was that? 

So when this “It won’t make any difference” thing comes up, I 
always wonder what would happen if, by some incredible stretch of 
the imagination, all of the Canadian people went into their polling 
booths and actually voted for, say, the Communist Party or the 
Marijuana Party. Not that we’re going to, or course. But what if we 
did? 


I bet that a Mistake would be declared and we'd all have to keep 
going back into the booths until most people had voted either 
Liberal or Conservative! That’s what I think! And if such a thing 
ever did happen, it would never, never, be allowed to happen 
again! That’s what I think! 

There. That’s my anecdote. Thanks for listening, and sorry for 
spilling your beer. Let me buy you another one. Just to be clear 
here: I still think people should vote; I still think I should vote. 
There are small but important differences between the parties that 
everyone expects us to vote for, and it’s cool that we have the right 
to contribute to making small but important differences. 

I’m just a bit cynical, that’s all. 


Freelance Editor Encounters Problems 


Hi S, 

Well, here are the 10 edited pages from “The Care and Feeding 
of the Astral Body”. I have done my best with this, but found it 
extremely repetitive and seemingly self-contradictory—let’s just say 
paradoxical—in places, which made it difficult to know how to add 
to it or improve upon it without completely rewriting it. I know 
that I am supposed to “flesh out” and clarify the content by adding 
a couple of paragraphs to each page, but I have had some difficulty 
with this. 

I have tried to add some paragraphs; but after much thought, I 
must confess to being quite stumped as to how to proceed. I gather 
that the author of this work is an expert “old soul” who has lived 
over ten lifetimes on earth, and is now operating from another 
dimension of astral space, being channelled through a typographer 
in order to provide advice to those of us neophytes who have only 
lived a couple or three lives here on the earthly plane. Not being 
such an old soul myself (I think this may be my first life, my second 
at most!), I guess I just don’t know how to improve upon such 
formidable advice. For example, I don’t know how to interpret the 
dual facts that our soul is actually just a coating, as on a candy bar, 
but is also (three pages later) the central core of our being. 
Likewise, I don’t know what to make of, “You can’t fool the 
universe. The universe is older than its years.” 

So you will find that although I have made a LOT of corrections 
of grammar and flow, there probably are NOT a couple of 
additional paragraphs every two pages. I just didn’t know what to 
add; I felt that by adding anything, I might somehow compromise 
the integrity of the work. 

My editorial recommendation for something like this, I have to 
say, would ordinarily be that it should be cut, cut, and cut some 
more (largely for redundancy)—not added to. There are a lot of 
rhetorical questions—about four pages of them altogether—and I 
wasn’t sure if my adding more rhetorical questions would help or 
hinder. “Which do you think is better—negativity or positivity? 
Would you feed rocks to a baby? Would a baby be satisfied if you 
fed it rocks? Would the baby cry, or would it be happy? Are rocks 


good for babies to eat, or bad? Do babies have teeth? How could a 
baby chew a rock? Can a baby be happy with a life full of 
emptiness? You must decide. For the decision is yours, and yours 
alone.” I thought of adding something like this (I am especially 
intrigued by the idea of filling something with emptiness, which is a 
recurring theme), but I wasn’t sure if my rhetorical questions might 
somehow be of less quality or value than the original ones; I 
thought it might seem like I was being facetious or something. 

I also feel really bad, because, before I realized what I was 
editing, I deleted a lot of the author’s uses of the word, “for”. For 
example, the original would say, “Live in the now. For your soul 
doesn’t care what the wristwatch says on your arm.” And I would 
stupidly change it to something like, “Live in the present, because 
time is irrelevant to the soul.” After the first few pages, I realized 
that astral authorities (of course!) use the word “for” a lot, instead 
of “because” (it certainly sounds more important and poetical), but 
I was getting cranky by that time and didn’t go back and change all 
the occurrences back from “because” to “for”. However, you will 
notice that towards the end of the document I was leaving the 
original instances of “for” in place. For I was getting tired. 

The word count for these ten pages was about 7050 words, 
which would be about 28 pages at the standard rate of 250 words 
per page. If the size of the font were any smaller I would not have 
been able to read it! I did agree to edit 10 pages for $2/page, but I 
wasn’t really expecting the font to be so small and the writing so 
erudite. 

All that said, ’m not exactly complaining, but just expressing 
concern about how to do a good job on this project. I am still 
willing to edit at the same rate (about 6 cents per 250 word page), 
at least for the time being; but I can’t seem to figure out how to add 
paragraphs to this kind of material. 

Please have a look at what I have done and let me know what 
you think about all this. I appreciate the fact that you and your 
boss liked my work on the transcripts of the stories of people who 
have just passed through the tunnel, into the light, and on to the 
next plane. Being promoted to work on this book has been a great 
honour. But perhaps I am not cut out for editing a book by an 
authority who now resides permanently on another astral plane; 
perhaps, after all, I am better suited to edit short articles by 
ordinary people who have only recently died. 


Since you are in Bangladesh and your boss is in Wisconsin, and I 
know you're both busy, I won’t expect an answer (or payment) right 
away. It would be great if you could get back to me fairly soon, 
though. Again, I appreciate this opportunity and look forward to 
hearing from you. 

All the best, 

J 


Why Things Matter 


I spent a week thinking my dentist had screwed up, and he had, 
but for something completely different from what I had thought. It 
doesn’t matter. Well, I mean, it matters to me, but I don’t matter. 
Do I matter? Maybe I’m wrong; maybe I do matter. However, I 
doubt it. I watch CNN. Based on CNN, I don’t see how I could 
possibly matter. This is stupid. I kill whacks of ants every day. I 
hope they weren’t thinking that they mattered. Did they? If so, oh 
dear. 

I’ve been reading a lot lately, and according to all the sources, I 
am going to die fairly soon. In the good old days, I used to have 
something like fifty years to worry about this, but now I could keel 
over at any moment. Apparently most people don’t even make it to 
ninety, and if they do, they look horrible and can barely wave at 
you and recommend cigars. This seems wrong, but do I have any 
say in it? NO. Does it MATTER? 

I have spent a lot of time worrying about what might happen if 
nobody is allowed to do anything anymore because somebody 
might be sued for malpractice or something. “If I happen to die 
because I wasn’t wearing a helmet, will that screw up the statistics? 
This might matter. Why?” I don’t even have a bathtub here, just a 
shower. I had been worried that I would die in the bathtub without 
a helmet, and that my relatives would be unable to collect the 
insurance money; but at the rate things are going, it ain’t gonna 
happen. I don’t even have any relatives, much less insurance. 

One thing I do know for sure is that there are no Government 
Agents in my apartment, so not every little thing that goes on in 
here can possibly be the fault of Government, or Big Business. What 
we have going on around here is Pure Anarchy. 

Well, it would be, except for me. I am sort of In Charge. But 
because there are three of us, and two of us are cats, and I can’t 
figure out why it matters one way or the other, it’s mostly Anarchy. 
No way is this a Democracy, or even a Kingdom. I am sort of a 
kind, absent-minded, Maniacal Despot. This is because my cats 
chew holes in my clothes. I don’t know why they do that. I can 
choose to feed them or not, and I usually do. Sometimes I just 
choose to scream at them and wave my arms around. They eat my 
clothes one way or the other. They are used to my cackling and 


screeching, and don’t take me seriously. They are probably filled 
with inchoate longing for something, they know not what... same as 
me. 

What distinguishes me from my cats is that I don’t eat their 
clothes, and that they are filled with optimism. They have someone 
who yells at them and leaves her clothes lying around free for the 
munching. Me, I just have two cats. They don’t wear clothes, 
although there is a lot of cat hair. I spend a lot of time scraping cat 
hair off things, but I have been thinking of stopping. The cats don’t 
seem to mind all the cat hair. Do I? Do I really? Does it matter? 

The cats seem to think it matters whether there is food and 
water in their bowls. This is what keeps me going. 


JQ(SP/ BM] eC (oS 


